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ABSTRACT
This thesis will focus on the liars in three of Dostoevsky’s major novels: The
Brothers Karamazov, The Idiot and Demons. It will consist of three chapters devoted
to one character (liar) from each novel. I will focus on several definitions of lying by
examining the concepts of untruth and misfire, which will help to differentiate the
characteristics of each character’s motivations, as well as the consequences that their
words have on the discourse within the novels. This project’s primary focus will be in
exploring the rhetoric of lying by studying the style of each liar’s verbal delivery.
The degrees and severity of lying vary, as do the motivations of these three
particular characters. While TBfC s Fyodor Karamazov is a cunning, malicious, and
shameless “buffoon,” who is drawn to the theatrical aspect of lying, The Idiot’s
General Ivolgin is less manipulative and is viewed as an unsuccessful storyteller.
Both of these “elder liars” are presented as performers, which complicates the few
moments of truth that arise during their public confessions. The truth becomes a very
unstable and, at times, indefinable element in all three novels. The third character,
who will serve as the exception to the stereotypical “old liar,” is Demons’ young
Pyotr Verkhovensky. He is able to cause the most destruction with his well-crafted
lies by playing a role and manipulating the inner workings of high society. The final
chapter of this thesis will argue that Pyotr’s shameless approach of obtaining control
through verbal manipulation sets him apart from Ivolgin and Karamazov. He is the
only character who is able transform the somewhat traditional pattern of both the lie
and the liar.

The liars are vital characters in the novel, despite the fact that they are often
viewed as outsiders. Their main goal is to be heard, and Dostoevsky utilizes
performative language as well as theatrical gestures and actions to highlight the fact
that their failure is based mainly on lack of self-control and poor judgment. As I
mentioned earlier, Pyotr will act as the exception, since he is more of an
“underground man” who is able to maintain control of himself and over others.
These three characters provide momentum to the action of each novel, and
represent a Dostoevskian definition of realism. They serve as a template for the
author in his critique on society and our inability to be truthful. In studying the
structures of language and philosophy, which are woven into each character, the
complexities surrounding seemingly straightforward concepts such as truth and lie are
complicated, and require further study.
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INTRODUCTION
In his essay Something on Lying, Dostoevsky writes, “in Russia the most
honest people can lie for no reason whatsoever and with the most honorable
intentions” (269) (Hy a y uacMoeym Jizamb coeepmenno dapoM caMbie nonmenubie
jnodu u c caMbiMU nonmeimbiMU ifejiajuu). He goes on to say: “truth almost always

has an entirely fantastical character. In fact, people have finally reached the point
where all those things the human mind is forever and ever lying to itself about are
much more understandable than the truth itself’ (271) (ucmima nonmu eceeda imeem
xapaKmep enonue (paHmacmmecKUU. B cclmom dene, modu cdenanu naKoneij mo, nmo
ece, nmo naiutcem u nepenotcem cede yM HenoeenecKiiu, hm yofce zopa3do noimmitee
ucmuubi, u amo crnoiub ua ceeme). In believing that the truth is not a sought after

principle, Dostoevsky models his novels’ characters as “honest” people who lie,
innocently or otherwise, for the sake of entertainment and self-preservation. Lying
becomes somewhat more acceptable than the uninteresting truth. Dostoevsky
believes, “the vast majority of lies are told for the sake of sociability’Y<? ozpoMiioM
dojibuiuHcmee, jisym mzocmenpuiiMcmea) in which the speaker and listener become

engaged in “feelings of mutual gratitude” (269-73) (nyecmeo dnazodapnocmu)
(“HeuTO o Bpam>e”). Therefore, liars serve as a crucial element in the discourse of the
novel because they promote the desired “mutual gratitude” between the entertainer
and the entertained. As a journalist, Dostoevsky criticizes Russians for
acknowledging and accepting lying as a form of entertainment, and so he often uses
scandal scenes in his fiction to disparage the propagators of embellished storytelling.
Lying becomes even more complex in his fiction as will be seen in analyzing the
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three characters of Fyodor Karamazov, General Ivolgin and Pyotr Verkhovensky. In
the case of all three, lying serves the immediate purpose of promoting scandal, which
in turn puts into question the readiness of an audience (in this case, the reader) to
willingly accept an elaborate story, with its fictionalized details and sophisticated
nuances over one that is authentic and less appealing.
As outsiders, the liars appeal to their audience by rendering over-exaggerated
stories, which grants them the attention of listeners, if only temporarily. His three
novels, The Idiot, Demons and The Brothers Karamazov introduce three very distinct
characters—all adept at the art of lying—who manipulate performance, gesture and
language to achieve scandal. In the process, through their inability or unwillingness to
be truthful, all attempts at public confession fail, and the scandal scenes they initiate
serve as an opportunity to publicize the dishonesty of others. The lies of the outsider
(liar) perpetuate the action of the novel, which subsequently leads to the execution of
scandal scenes where “truth” is exposed and distorted, yet rarely, if ever attained.
Each novel depends on these performances to promote scandals—scenes that
encourage ambivalence and the destabilization of truth and that act as the critical
central action or turning point in the novels. Creating scandal is a means of exposure
for these characters, who prefer to perform, making a mockery of themselves and
others, rather than remain “unknown” and insignificant. Above all, the “fools” are
able to achieve a certain degree of acknowledgment that can only be obtained during
these moments of scandal, which creates what Mikhail Bakhtin calls “camvalized
literature” (145), where logic, propriety and social status are inverted, distorted and
mocked. In Problems With Dostoevsky’s Poetics. Bakhtin explains how scandal
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scenes work as a vital element of Dostoevsky’s works because they combine elements
of laughter, parody, and bring about hierarchal shifts in the public or “carnival”
square. Bakhtin believes Dostoevsky’s scandals share a link with the carnival found
in literature from the Middle Ages, and which was viewed as “the people’s second
life, organized on the basis of laughter” (.Rabelais, 8). This humor sought to openly
mock the conventional hierarchy (church officials, members of the established
community, etc.), during festivals that preceded the start of lent. This folk humor
which focused on how “clowns and fools mimicked serious rituals” (Bakhtin,
Rabelais, 5) initiated the literary parody of carnival rituals. The laughter these
camivalized scenes produce “is ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant, and at the same
time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives” {Rabelais, 12-13),
binaries which are also presented in the scathing yet purposeful humor of
Dostoevsky’s liars. Parody makes performance possible because a speaker’s gestures
and verbal presentation during these scenes are meant to mock and denote truth and
the inherent “goodness” that other characters lack. One of the reasons why Bakhtin
believes Dostoevsky creates these scenes is to produce ambivalence while the fool
infiltrates the hierarchy established in the novel. While many of the liars’
performances provide episodes of humor, they also work to reveal the weaknesses in
Russia’s political and social structures.
While Bakhtin’s criticism focuses on the literary importance of the fool in
creating laughter and parody in scenes of scandal, Deborah A. Martinsen in Surprised
by Shame introduces a psychological explanation as to why Dostoevsky’s liars
discredit themselves in public. Martinsen’s main argument is centered on the liars’
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emotional reactions to their own performances, which she believes induce feelings of
shame. A commendable aspect of Martinsen’s argument is in her interpretation of the
liars as narcissists. She explains that their “self-indulgence” gets in the way of their
performances (50). Such narcissism helps explain the self-assurance and
outspokenness that provides them with the desire to ignite scandal. Their objective to
remain central to the novel through performance provides the liars with the rights to
satirize everyone around them. While Martinsen’s research contributes noteworthy
exposure to the virtually unexplored topic of lying and its significance in
Dostoevsky’s novels, much of her analysis and conclusions pertaining to the liars’
ongoing crisis of identity relies heavily on psychoanalysis, often with insufficient
attention to evidence from the text. She suggests that lying is directly linked to the
liars’ shame, a result of absence of identity, and that all of Dostoevsky’s liars are
“shamed, shameless, or both” (11). Yet while the majority of the liars are
occasionally regarded as being ashamed or shameless by Dostoevsky himself, there is
little evidence to support Martinsen’s claim that “for Dostoevsky scandal is the
exposing of shame” (2). The liars do not openly reveal their own genuine feelings of
shame, nor are the scandal scenes meant to serve as moral explorations into these
characters’ psyches. And while shame is often transferred onto their family members,
and other witnesses to their scandals, the purpose of these scenes is to expose and
destabilize truth, which has more weight on the novel than underlying feelings of
shame that the liars may or may not be experiencing. Martinsen continues to outline
certain feelings indicative of shame: “The states of feeling ridiculous, embarrassed,
chagrined, mortified, humiliated, and dishonored are all variant shame states, all of
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which abound in Dostoevsky’s work” (Martinsen, 20). In the novels themselves,
however, the subtext of these feelings is often unclear or inconsistent, at best.
Martinsen defines Dostoevsky’s liars by designating them with emotions she believes
they should be experiencing, rather than supporting her findings with textual
evidence.
Questions of psychology aside, Dostoevsky’s liars can be fruitfully analyzed
in terms of the structure of their performances. Performance is most often used in
conjunction with performative language, another strategy employed to achieve chaos
and scandal. In How to Do Things with Words. J. L. Austin says performative
language revolves around speech “contracts,” which are important when striving to
achieve accurate and precise communication. Austin explains that a performative
sentence “indicates that the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action”
(6). For example, when Fyodor Karamazov declares that he fully intends to play the
role of the fool, and actually fulfills that promise by performing, it is considered a
successful utterance that upholds the performative contract because his intent is
acknowledged by the action.
In order for a performative utterance to work successfully, “it is always
necessary that the circumstances in which the words are uttered should in some way,
or ways, appropriate, and it is very commonly necessary that either the speaker
himself or other persons should also perform certain other actions, whether ‘physical’
or ‘mental’ actions or even acts of uttering further words” (Austin, 8). Yet the reason
why many of the liars are unsuccessful is because they do not perform the action or
utterances that correspond with their promises to do so. Although there is always the
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intention to perform, that intention can result in an unanticipated and contrary action.
The failure in communication, as with a “misstatement” or a promise “given in bad
faith” is still a promise, according to Austin, since the “person uttering the promise
should have a certain intention.. .to keep his word” (11). Austin further explains that a
failure to complete a certain utterance is not necessarily a lie but a “misfire” (Austin,
60). Misfires contribute to the unreliability of a character, and often the liars will
extensively misfire, thus sacrificing their authority as a speaker.
Dostoevsky’s liars are considered untrustworthy mainly because they make
promises that they do not complete, failing to uphold the obligatory verbal contact of
satisfying a promise. Crucially, in many cases they intentionally misfire in order to
ignite scandal. Here lying serves as the paradox of communication because the
scandals succeed despite the fact that repeated misfires discredit the speaker’s
authority. This allows for the true nature of a character to remain concealed under the
disguise of the misfiring fool. Misfiring is paradoxical in Dostoevsky’s literature
mainly because the “revealers” of truth are the novels’ most elaborate and unabashed
liars. Moreover, they transform the very act of lying into a paradox, exposing the
notion that not every lie is entirely untrue.
Their performances usually act as a disguise for a larger issue, such as
exposing others’ indiscretions and spurious public images. In accordance with the
rules of Austin’s misfire, I have incorporated what I term paradoxical misfires in
order to expand the analysis of the aforementioned three liars. Paradoxical misfires
occur when a scandal is intentionally executed and succeeds, because someone else’s
truth is exposed, despite the liar’s unreliability as a speaker. Although the liars
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disguise themselves as fools in order to perform, their success is not based on whether
or not they are reliable, but whether they are able to succeed in purposely delivering
misfires in order to achieve a more important disclosure. They are able to “speak the
truth” by sacrificing themselves to the listener, while simultaneously exposing others’
lies and creating chaos with their use of language.
Gesture is another element of the liars’ performance that correlates with
Austin’s concept of misfire. Although gestures do not indicate intent or include the
ability to make outright promises, they are indicative of a speaker’s state of mind and
intention, and can often reveal a great deal of information despite the absence of
verbal exchange. In TBK, a scene in Zosima’s cell reveals—through gesture—how
Fyodor Karamazov tries to demonstrate his remorse over his ruined relationship with
his sons by shedding a tear. However, this misfired display of emotions does not
register with the audience because his intention to appear regretful backfires as soon
as he beings to speak. The intention of the tear misfires only because his subsequent
utterance belies his repentance. In his essay on Gesture, Adam Kendon states: “with
gestures, speakers use a mode of expression that renders in visible form part of what
is meant by the utterance” (112), yet the gesture can also mislead the audience just as
easily as an utterance. Pyotr Verkhovensky of Demons is a good example of an
intentional liar who manipulates gesture to his advantage, because his ability to
control his performances supersedes that of Karamazov.
Chapter 1 will examine The Brothers Karamazov’s Fyodor Karamazov, a
character driven by his desire to perform as the fool and promote his reputation as
“the greatest violator of social norms and decorum” (Martinsen xvi). He is also the
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only character written with stream of consciousness, which supports the fact that his
Ties have a strategy—though flawed in their delivery—and an intentional function. It
is in the elocution and execution of lying in the performative that Fyodor Pavlovich’s
character is able to ignite scandal, corrupting the novel’s purest verbal device of
confession. Karamazov is aware of his audience, and knows when his lies fail, yet his
purpose—to create scandal—succeeds. Above all, he is a character who exhibits no
shame. His constant mockery of the church and of his own family forfeits his
reliability as a speaker. Karamazov’s lies are so successful in promoting scandal that
they retain their power even after his death.
Chapter 2 examines The Idiot’s General Ivolgin, who is believed to be one of
Dostoevsky’s most unsuccessful storytellers, as opposed to the manipulative and
purposeful lying strategist Fyodor Karamazov and, later, Pyotr Verkhovensky. The
general, a fallen hero, is desperate to regain his position in society, yet diminishes his
character’s reputation by telling unsophisticated and contrived stories. His audience,
like Fyodor’s, is aware of his unreliability as a speaker, as well as his tendency to
embellish the details surrounding his past “experiences” and “acquaintances” in war.
With his unrestrained performances, and unrelenting hyperbolic speech, the general
lands himself in prison and transitions into something of a vagabond. Like Fyodor,
the general shames his family due to his lack of self control and unrelenting desire for
an audience. Though Ivolgin is regarded as a secondary character, his impact on the
novel is sufficient enough to ignite scandal and alter the direction of the novel’s
subsequent events.
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Chapter 3 explores Demons ’ Pyotr Verkhovensky, the cunning young
promoter of scandal, who serves as the exception to Dostoevsky’s two elder liars.
Unlike Karamazov and Ivolgin, Pyotr’s motivations and thoughts are not included in
the text; he is more of a secretive rogue character, who is able to control his
performances. The fact that Verkhovensky enters the novel as an “unknown” provides
him with an opportunity to construct his own public image. He successfully appeals
to his audience by satisfying their desire for gossip and scandal, which renders him as
a reliable confidante and informant among the novel’s elite. What differentiates his
lying strategy from the others is his attention to detail, specifically to words and
gestures, and his ability to relate to his audience, while simultaneously manipulating
them. Verkhovensky’s speeches are eloquent and rehearsed and his performances are
almost always controlled. He is presented as a calculated and selfish liar, whose lack
of moral boundaries enables him to infiltrate every aspect of society to further his
personal agenda and start an underground revolution. Verkhovensky is the only one
who does not sacrifice himself for his audience through performance by playing an
extreme version of the fool. The only character aware of Verkhovensky’s intentions is
Nikolai Stavrogin, the reformed double of this successful liar.
The author positions his three liars Ivolgin, Karamazov and Verkhovensky in
a constant state of crisis, ambivalence and desperation. Each liar is a variation of his
predecessor, and the “foundation” for the construction of these characters used by the
author spans beyond these three novels. Similar versions of The Idiot's General
Ivolgin can be found in Crime and Punishment’s fallen hero Marmeladov as well as
Demon's retired philosopher/writer Stepan Verkhovensky. Crime and Punishment’s
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Raskolnikov can be viewed as the original Pyotr Verkhovensky; both men commit
murder for a higher and rather selfish purpose, which they view as a benefit to
society. Raskolnikov’s lying is less controlled, which is evident with the inclusion of
his subconscious by the author, yet similar to Verkhovensky, he is careful in planning
his performances, and does not, for the most part, perform haphazardly. The
Underground Man resembles General Ivolgin in the sense that they both share a fear
of the outside world, and criticisms are generally reserved for the private sphere. Yet
through storytelling, the underground man purposely lies, and admits his failure to
remain truly honest, which aligns him with Karamazov, who exposes his
indiscretions. While the characters are revisited from one novel to the next, their basic
structure as failed speechmakers, embellished performers and initiators of scandal
remain closely related. The three liars examined in this thesis are arguably the
extreme representation of a culmination of former and less prominent versions of liars
and storytellers in Dostoevsky’s literature. Through the manipulation of speech,
Karamazov, Ivolgin and Verkhovensky determine the direction of the novels and
subsequently achieve notoriety as the most scandalous and shameless of all of
Dostoevsky’s characters.

x

“Out o f the crooked timber o f humanity, nothing entirely straight can be built. ”
-Immanuel Kant, Akademische Ausgabe

Chapter 1
Fyodor Karamazov: The Conscious Liar
Fyodor Pavlovich Karamazov of The Brothers Karamazov (EpambR
KapaMa306bi) is one of Dostoevsky’s scandalous and malicious “old liars” whose use of

flamboyant language and exaggerated gesture operate as valuable elements to his
performances. With the knowledge of the effect clever use of language and artful
speechmaking has on a novel, the author constructs his character in such a way that he
serves as a discursive tool for a larger issue that he believes exists within Russian
society—the willingness to accept (and occasionally even appreciate) the obvious
manipulation of the truth. In his essay “Something on Lying,” Dostoevsky says, Russian
people “constantly feel that the truth is something far too dull and prosaic.. .and much too
ordinary” (271) (nocmoRwio cnumaeM ucmuny neM-mo cjiuuikom yotc d/iM uac CKymibiM u
npo3auHHbiM, uedocmamoHuo noomunubiM, cjiuuikom odbiKHoeenubm) (“hcuto o

BpaHte”). As a liar, Fyodor Pavlovich serves as a template for Dostoevsky’s critique on
the impurity of confession and the ability lies have to manifest into truth. While Fyodor
Pavlovich’s self-proclaimed “buffoonery” posits him in the realm of the unappealing and
untrustworthy villain within the novel, readers are intrigued by his baseness because as
the main outsider, he adapts to his role as the “fool,” whose purpose satisfies the reader’s
desire for scandal. Fyodor’s lies are problematic because of the lasting effect they
maintain throughout the novel, and continue to even after his death.
Communication acts as a paradox within The Brothers Karamazov:; while speech
is often regarded as a tool that relies on the truth for unification and compromise, it has
an adverse result in this novel by acting as a barrier for the Karamazov men. What
contributes to the destruction of the family unit is Fyodor’s persistent manipulation and
1
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lying—creating a rift between the brothers and adding to their inability to connect with
one another—preventing any resolution because the relationships are devoid of the most
solid foundation for communication: truth. Fyodor dictates the direction of the
conversations, and subsequently the action of the novel creating uncertainty within the
act of confession and forcing the reader to doubt the stability of truth.
One element of the liar’s success is dependent on his ability to create uncertainty,
instability and chaos through his use of language and gesture. J.L. Austin, author of How
to do things with Words, discusses the affect language has on the way we perceive the
world. Austin presents the idea that an unexecuted utterance (promise) is not considered a
lie but a misfire, and that “even utterances that are misleading, deceitful and wrong are
not lies.” (Austin, 27). In order to illustrate his idea further, Austin uses the example of a
promise, which as a “performative utterance [is] part of an action” (60); the action of
saying or promising is not always connected to or reinforced by the action required to
fulfill that promise, and the result is a misfire.
Fyodor Pavlovich derives pleasure from performing and would rather be seen and
heard than stay silent and be ignored, and this includes purposely delivering misfires. As
a character who indulges in his own utterances, it is impossible to shame him into silence
(contrary to Martinsen’s argument, which I will discuss later in this chapter, Fyodor does
not appear to be swayed by feelings of shame). Fyodor promises to behave when Pyotr
Alexandrovich Miusov, Fyodor’s brother-in-law begs him not to make a fool of himself
and his family in front of Zosima. As they are about to enter the elder’s cell, Fyodor says,
“we’ve all given our word to behave properly here” (BK, 37) (m u ece danu cnoeo eecmu
ce6n 3decb nopadonuo) (2:1), yet Miusov feels obligated to remind Fyodor of his
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“contract” in the presence of one of the monks before entering: “Fyodor Pavlovich, you
yourself were just pleased to mention that we’ve given our word to behave properly,
remember? I’m telling you—control yourself. If you start any buffoonery, I have no
intention of being out on the same level with you here” (BK, 37). (@edop Ylaenoem, 6bi
comu

cem ac usconwiu ynoMMuymb, nmo Mbi dcuiu cjioeo eecmu ceCm npunmuo,

noMHume. roeopw ecm, ydepjtcumecb. A naHHeme uiyma U3 ce6n cmpoumb, man r ue
HcmepeH, nmodu Mena c 6omu na odny docKy 3decb nocmaewiu...) (2:1). In essence, both

men are performing here; Fyodor’s promise is not fulfilled and he has no intention of
behaving during the meeting, while Miusov makes an effort to protect his reputation by
sounding respectable in front of the monk in order to avoid any consequences that may
befall him in the event of Fyodor’s inevitable outbursts. Miusov uses an imperative
statement to command Fyodor to control himself, yet Miusov’s utterance is a
performance done solely for and in the presence of the monk. To himself, Miusov
irritatingly says, “Oh the devil take the lot of them, it’s just a front, cultivated for
centuries, and underneath nothing but charlatanism and nonsense!” (BK, 37). ("O, nopm
ux ecex depu, eeKcmu numb ebipadomanncm uapyotcHocmb, a e cyu{HOcmu
mapnamaucmeo u 63dop!" npouecnocb y ueeo e eonoee) (2:1). Austin believes promises

to be an “inward and spiritual act,” but Fyodor does not reflect on his actions, and does
not respect the contract of a promise because the person uttering the promise must intend
to complete it. The very act of uttering a word is an indicator that the speaker will
perform or deliver what is promised—it becomes an obligation—but just as importantly,
Fyodor’s promises are never accepted by others. In Austin’s terms, Fyodor’s initial
promise to behave in Zosima’s cell is a performative utterance, and because he fails to
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have his promise acknowledged (he simply indulges in the act of “performing” the
words) the promise misfires.
In addition, Austin introduces two important aspects of the performative:
“Prelocutionary acts [are] what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such as
convincing, persuading, deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading”(108).
Although Fyodor does not convince Miusov with his promise to behave, his utterance
achieves a response from Miusov. The second variation of the performative is known as
“illocutionary acts such as informing, ordering, warning,” which have no direct impact on
the consequences following an utterance (Austin 108). Miusov does not believe in
Fyodor’s illocutionary utterance because he is already familiar with Fyodor’s pattern of
behavior in public places as well as his desire to ignite scandal. However, Miusov’s order
can also be considered an illocutionary utterance. Since the order will not be enforced,
nor does it have any impact on Fyodor’s behavior, both men fail to uphold the
performative contract. There are moments when Fyodor acknowledges his buffoonery
and admits to playing a part. If he is in fact conscious of what he is saying, and his
performances are “rehearsed,” then he is capable of realizing that he has the power to
misfire the execution of an action (completion of a promise) on purpose.

PARADOXICAL MISFIRES
Austin explains how the performative aspect of language can very often assist in
determining mood, intentions, and so forth, but these statements do not necessarily
represent truth or fact and can even mislead the reader or listener who anticipates a
completion of the spoken utterance. The effect that a performance of language can have
on an audience’s mood is something Fyodor is aware of and uses to his advantage when
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purposely misfiring. These misfires contribute to Karamazov’s intention of being
perceived as the “buffoon,” and he is often conscious that his words have no lasting effect
on the listener, but they succeed in the promotion of scandal, which is the underlying
purpose of his performances. And it is with these intentionally executed scandals that
Fyodor is able to deliver what I term “paradoxical misfires.”
Fyodor’s impulsiveness and lack of self-control lead to a rejection of his
ostensible conscience. He is convinced that by being the subject of ridicule by acting out
the part of the “buffoon” and promoting scandal, his actions will yield more
advantageous results than the alternative of being silent and ignored. In Problems of
Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Mikhail Bakhtin argues that scandal scenes are “camivalistic”:
“behind almost all scenes and events of real life, most of which are portrayed in a
naturalistic manner, there are glimmers more or less distinctly the carnival square with
its...disguises and mystifications, contrasting paired images, scandals,
crownings/decrownings” (Bakhtin, 133). Fyodor’s performances act as a disguise, since
he purposely calls himself a buffoon, and makes calculated efforts to live up to the fool’s
role. The binaries of reality (truth) and fiction (lie) that Bakhtin distinguishes between are
represented in characters like Fyodor Pavlovich, who experiences real pain and lucidity,
but translates that experience into a ridiculous situation. The applicable deviation or
distortion of Bakhtin’s binaries is demonstrated in the idea of power of relations
(“crownings/decrownings”) with Zosima and Fyodor and even between Fyodor and his
sons. By mocking religion in particular, Fyodor is trying to dismantle the hierarchy of the
participants in the meeting, by focusing on exposing the “truths” of everyone in the cell,
which prevents any resolution from taking place.
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In an effort to expose Miusov, whom he knows to be a non-believer, Fyodor puts
on an eccentric and personally “damaging” performance in front of everyone in the cell
by telling a story about “how Diderot the philosopher came to see Metropolitan
Platon...he walks in and says right off: ‘There is no God’” {BK, 41). (M3eecmno
cGRineùuiuù ometf,

kcik /Judepom-tpuriocotp rgujich k

jiu gom,

Mumpononumy TLiamony npu

WHnepampuife EKamepune. Bxodum u npxMO cpa3y: "Hem dosa") (2:2). Miusov is the
first to contribute a reaction by saying, “Fyodor Pavlovich, this is unbearable! You know
yourself that you are lying, that your silly story isn’t true” {BK, 42). (CPedop Tlaenoem,
3mo necnocHo! Bedb eu ccmu 3naeme, nmo Gbi epeme u nmo 3mom enynbiii anendom ue
npaeda,

k

nejwy eu noMaemecb?) (2:2). However knowing Miusov’s attitude (as does

the reader since he internally scoffed at the monk earlier) towards religion, his reaction of
being insulted by the story remains unclear, until of course, Fyodor Pavlovich exposes
him. After Zosima confirms the story to be false, he asks Fyodor which saint the story
was based on, and in response, Fyodor says, “I don’t know, I have no idea. I was led to
believe, I was told. I heard it, and do you know who I heard it from? This same Pyotr
Alexandrovich Miusov who just got so angry about Diderot, he told me.” (C om He 3 Haw
npo KctKoeo. He 3hcho u He eedaw. Beeden e oómcih, eoeopwiu. Cauiucui u, 3naeme, Kmo
paccKa3cui? A eom nemp AjieKcandpoGUH Muycoe, eom nmo 3a ffudepoma ceimac
paccepduncH, eom on-mo u paccKa3a) (2:2). After Miusov denies the allegation, Fyodor
corrects himself by saying, “True, you didn’t tell it to me; but you told it in company
when I was present.. .1 mention it because you, Pyotr Alexandrovich, shook my faith with
this funny story” {BK, 45) {npaeda, eu ne Mne paccK03bi60Jiu; ho gu paccK03bieajiu e
KOMnattuu, eòe u h naxodwicx, nemeepmoso soda 3mo deno óbiJio. H nomoMy uynoMmyji
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nmo paccKd30M cum CMeuuiuebiM ebi nompHcnu mow eepy, Tlemp AneKcandpoeun) (2:2).

Miusov is shamed and is forced to admit that he did in fact tell such a story, but his noble
position is destabilized in front of Fyodor’s audience. This paradoxical misfire succeeds
because Fyodor’s perlocutionary misfire is determined to surprise his audience, above all
Miusov, by misleading them with the story of Diderot, parodying both the historic figure
and the Orthodox faith. While Fyodor’s intentions in Zosima’s cell are not by any means
pure, Fyodor proves that Miusov is just as much a performer as he is. The inversion of
these opposites creates an ambiguous situation and provides ample room for a scandal—
as is the case with the confession scene that follows in “Scandal,” the last chapter in
Zosima’s cell.

SCANDAL AND PARODY
Bakhtin observes that “scenes of scandal.. .usually take place in drawing rooms”;
yet in The Brothers Karamazov, he notes, the “extraordinarily vivid camivalisticmenippean coloration of the scandal scene [is] in Father Zosima’s cell” (Bakhtin, 146).
This would appear the most unlikely place for a scandal to occur, though, which makes it
all the more problematic. Zosima’s cell becomes the setting for Karamazov’s first
performance as well as the novel’s first scandal. When they enter the monastery, Fyodor
“started crossing himself energetically before the saints painted above and on the sides of
the gates. ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do,’ he remarked” (BK, 37). (M oh
nycmwicH KJiacmb dojibiuue Kpecmbi nped cenmuMu, uanucanubiMU uadepamciMu u
cdoKy epam) (2:1). Fyodor turns Zosima’s cell, a private sanctuary, into a dirty and sinful
place where another binary of good/bad is tested, and order is undermined. Later, when
Fyodor repeats “malicious” (not to mention false) gossip he hears about the church (BK,
7
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88), he implicitly denies his own desire to be connected to the church, and will succumb
to wild gossip in order to promote shame in a holy place that holds the highest regard for
the truth. Fyodor lies to the elders by pretending to play the role of victim to his son
Dmitry’s supposed thievery, even as they are aware of his reputation and disregard his
plea and his sensationalized confessions. Fyodor pretends to be religious and to respect
the customs and rules of Zosima’s cell but he is unable to maintain his façade as a “holy
fool,” which he at one point calls himself, and regresses to his clownish, and utterly
profane, self.
Bakhtin explains the “characteristic accessories of a carnival complex; guffaw and
tragedy, a clown, comical street farces, a crowd of masqueraders” (161) as the typical or
most common elements ordinarily associated with farcical plays and even theatre.
However, Fyodor is not the only character playing a part in the presence of Zosima and
the hieromonks. Miusov has no intention of receiving a blessing when they first enter the
cell, but “seeing all this bowing and kissing of the hieromonks, he instantly changed his
mind: gravely and with dignity he made a rather deep bow...Fyodor Pavlovich did
exactly the same, this time, like an ape, mimicking Miusov perfectly” (.BK, 39). (yeudn
menepb ece Dmu noKJioHbi u JioôbnauuM uepoMouaxoe,

oh e oduy cetcyndy nepeMemui

pemenue...T ohho man Dice nocmynwi u Oedop Tlaejioem, na Dmom pa 3

kuk

o6 e3 bHua

coeepmenno nepedpa3 Hue Muycoea) (2:2). For Miusov, receiving the blessing is simply
a courtesy that he performs in order to demonstrate his respect for the company he is in.
Fyodor mocks both Miusov and the church simultaneously by over performing, and by
parodying the “act” of both the bow and the blessing. The fact that Fyodor is acting
consistently with his first reference to the adage “do as the Romans do” is indicative of
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his insincerity and cynicism towards the church, but more importantly, his behavior
demonstrates his uncontrollable desire to constantly play the part of a buffoon, with “no
respect for the place he was in” (BK, 42) (nenonmumejibHoe k Mecmy, eKomopoM oh
Haxodwicx) (2:2). Bakhtin claims that parody “is the creation of a decrowning double ; it

is that same ‘world turned inside out.’ For this reason parody is ambivalent” (Bakhtin,
127). It is clear from the moment Fyodor promises to behave in front of Miusov, that he
has no intention of entering the cell to resolve his issues with Dimitry, but rather to
promote scandal by exercising his theatrical skills. Indeed, the promise itself is already a
parody. In adapting the role of the fool, Fyodor acts as the “decrowning double” to
Zosima, and even to Miusov.
Parody (and occasionally misfire) is represented in Fyodor’s gestures and facial
expressions. Very often, Fyodor’s movements are animated and theatrically inspired
especially when he expresses desire to speak. In the chapter “Scandal,” Fyodor delivers a
sinister performance by mocking Zosima as well as every holy ritual associated with the
church, i.e., “crossing himself energetically” before entering the monastery (BK, 37). In
Zosima’s cell, after he exposes Pyotr Alexandrovich Miusov for being the original teller
of the Diderot story, Fyodor says, “Great elder, speak and tell me whether I offended you
with my liveliness or not?’ Fyodor suddenly cried, gripping the arms of his chair as if he
were about to leap out of it, depending on the answer” (43) (BejiuKuu cmapeiuspeKume,
ockop6ark) h eac Moeto

jtcueocmbjo wiu Hem? ecKpuncui edpye Oedop IlaejioeuH,

cxeamuemucb odeuMU pyKOMu 3a pynKu Kpeceji u kok 6bi eomoencb U3 hux ebinpbiznymb
coo6pa3HO c omeemoM) (2:2). His behavior is unrestrained and exaggerated, suggesting
that he has no intention of acting modest in the elder’s cell. The fact that he is ready to
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“leap” out of his chair reinforces his inability to halt the performance, and he uses these
impulsive and erratic movements to remain central to the action of the scene. When
Fyodor initiates an inappropriate conversation about money, he “jumped from his chair”
(ecKOHun co cmyna) and “shouted in his turn” (BK, 71) (ecKpuncui oh edpys) (2:6) in order

to obtain the right to speak while mocking the act of confession and truth in the holy
sanctuary.

MOCKERY
On multiple occasions Fyodor makes deep bows in front of Zosima and even
“rushed up to the elder and quickly gave him a smack on his thin hand” (44)
(nodcKOHWi...dbicmpo HMOKHyn cmapifa e xydeHbKyio ezopyny) (2:2), gestures that

indicate not only that is he disregarding the importance of Zosima’s position, but he is
mocking the reception of a blessing. Fyodor’s performance in Zosima’s cell achieves
camivalized status because by mocking the bow, it becomes a parody of a bow in front of
the hieromonks following Miusov’s example. He likewise parodically acknowledges his
son Mitya with a bow. In respect to language and how it is dependent on gesture,
Austin’s performative should be recalled and applied to the analysis of Fyodor’s physical
performance. The performative depends largely on performance, which could not have
been achieved without Fyodor’s ability to manipulate the structures of both language and
gesture. According to Austin, both the speaker and the listener have to perform actions;
events or words from the speaker further the completion or continuation of the utterance:
“in response to Dmitry’s bow [to his father, signifying respect and acknowledgment of
his presence], he [Fyodor] jumped up from his chair and responded to his son with
exactly as deep a bow. His face suddenly became solemn and imposing, which gave him,
10
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however, a decidedly wicked look” (BK, 68). (e omeem na yiokjioh J.jMumpm
0edopoeuHa,

oh bckohuji c Kpeceji

u omeemwi cutty monuo maiaiM Jtce anydoKUM

noKJiOHOM. Jluijo eao cdejicuiocb edpya eajtato u enymumejibHO, nmo npudano eMy
odnaKO peiuumeiibHO 3Jiou eud) (2:6). Fyodor’s bow is animated, erratic and it reinforces
the notion of Austin’s performative because the bow is being mocked instead of
representing a sign of respect and acknowledgment. Fyodor’s facial expression, one of a
“wicked” nature, reinforces the illegitimate action. Although the scene with Dmitri lacks
an exchange of a verbal utterance and response from the listener, the bow becomes a
perlocutionary gesture, which acts by the same rules as a perlocutionary utterance,
because the bow has a consequence—Dmitry is aware of its misfire and knows that his
father is mocking him. Instead of responding to Dmitry’s sign of respect, Fyodor
ridicules this exchange while simultaneously scorning Dmitry. The purpose of the
performative in respect to language is to achieve a certain order and commitment
between what we say and what we do. Fyodor is acknowledged through his performances
even though as both a speaker and performer he is unreliable.
Even in moments of what seem to be genuine attempts at confession, Karamazov
is not entirely honest. He tells Zosima, “if I sometimes tell lies inappropriately, I do it
even on purpose, on purpose to be pleasant and make people laugh” (40) (A nmo ue
Kcmamu unoada epy, mate omo dajtce c HcmepenueM, c ucmepeHueM paccMeuiumb u
npwimHbiM 6bimb) (2:2). Yet his “jokes” never gamer a positive response—the others are
not the least bit amused—on the contrary, while he does lie on purpose, his sole reason is
to promote scandal and destabilize the value of a tme confession. He repeats that he lies
“on purpose” in order to convey his cunningness in that he knows when to lie and for
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what purpose. In addition, in order to convince Zosima and the elders that he is a devoted
father, hurt by the estranged relationship between him and his son, he delivers an
unconvincing performance that only reinforces his lying ways. In yelling, “‘Mitya!
Mitya!’ Fyodor Pavlovich cried tremendously, trying to squeeze out a tear” (BK, 72)
(Murrm! Mumn! - cjiadonepeno u ebidaejiuecm U3 ce6n cjie3bi ecKpuncui Oedop Ilaejioem)
(2:6), he is mocking his son by acting as a devoted father in order to avoid judgment and
blame. He ostensibly fails here as a performer; despite his enthusiastic and exclamatory
tone, Fyodor has already established an untrustworthy role for himself. The only one
impressed by the performance is Fyodor Pavlovich himself. Yet he becomes so excited
by his web of lies that he continues to lose control of his behavior by over performing.
Paradoxically, even utterly failed performances help him attain scandal.

LYING IN CONFESSION
Lies keep the novel in a constant state of motion because the necessary but
temporary misdirection of the characters largely depends on a lack of resolution and
uncertainty. In the case of The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor’s truth spinning results in
the ruin of Mitya’s reputation and the novel continues to revolve around the uncertainty
of his innocence because of the speculation implanted by Fyodor’s “confessions” both
public and private. Fyodor’s gossip does not die with him and this is a testament to the
lasting effect of the power of speech and its accompanying performance. The lies in this
novel end up being more powerful than the truth, and Mitya’s public shame and guilt
later at his trial, is an indirect result of Fyodor’s public confessions in which he
badmouths his son. By having an innocent man go to prison with no regard for evidence
and fact, and in the name of speculation or fiction, verifies the idea that the public reveres
12
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an exciting story over a real one. Dostoevsky is even careful in leading the reader to
believe that Mitya is in fact guilty in order to show how he too is capable of manipulating
his audience by leaving out certain crucial details of the story, including a key ellipsis on
the night of the murder, and rearranging the details of factual evidence. The truth
becomes convoluted to the point at which it complicates the decipherment between
reality and fiction. If the novels are a critique on society, then when the lies are exposed,
it demonstrates how weak the entire structure of society really is. Even though the
knowledge of truth exists, it is safer to avoid the “ugliness” of truth than run the risk of
disrupting the “beauty” associated with the “unreality” these lies have helped to
construct.
According to Dostoevsky’s essay “Something about Lying,” the performative
aspect of speech is more “pleasing to the listener” and lying “provides instant
gratification” for both the speaker and the listener, which works as a form of “mutual
gratitude” (Dostoevsky 269). He argues that the truth is too “dull” and ordinary, which is
the main reason why people—Russians in particular—avoid it. While the speaker’s
reason for lying is an attempt to entertain others and avoid the truth by sensationalizing a
topic, he sacrifices the very essence of his “Russianness,” and rejects the morality and
goodness of a character, which has “no limit to arrogance, contempt, and mockery”
(Dostoevsky “Lying” 273) (uem npedem ee ebicoKOMepuw, npe3pemoo, nacMeiuKe)
(“HeuTO o Bpam>e”).
In Father Zosima’s cell, Fyodor’s so-called public “confession” to Zosima and the
elders backfires when Mitya, enraged by his father’s fictionalized story, is forced to
deliver the “true” version of the story—although at this point in the novel it is difficult for
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the reader to know which story is the “real” version. Fyodor Pavlovich’s erratic behavior
and disregard for accuracy makes him the untrustworthy character, yet Fyodor’s
confessions have instilled just as much doubt about Mitya. The story told by the narrator
is that the financially corrupt Fyodor Pavlovich is denying his son monetary assistance,
which has strained their relationship and prompted Fyodor to, at all costs, portray the
victim. While Mitya exhibits moments of weakness and lack of restraint—he too jumps
out of his seat and raises his voice—and subsequently defiles Zosima’s cell along with
his father, his actions are in response to Fyodor’s perlocutionary gestures. Fyodor
addresses Zosima and asks him to “judge and save us! It’s not just your prayers we need
but your prophesies” (71) (paccydume u cnacume! HyotcdaeMCM ue mojibKO e MOJiumeax,
ho

u e npoponecmeax eauiux) (2:6). He mocks the idea of confession and Zosima’s

position by referring to him as a prophet. Above all, Zosima is consistently reminding
Fyodor that his duty to himself is to be honest, which is the only way he will learn to love
himself. Zosima’s position does not enable him to “judge” or “save” Fyodor and his
family, but to provide them with the opportunity to be honest with one another. Mitya
admits he “anticipated... [the] untrustworthy comedy” (HedocmouHcm KOMedun,
Komopyio

h

npednyecmeoecm eipe uda croda!)ofhis father’s and makes an apology to

Zosima for being “an uneducated man.. .you have been deceived, and were too kind in
letting us come here. Papa is only looking for a scandal—who knows for what reason”
(BK, 71) (H HenoeeK Heo6pa3oeaHHbiu...ho eac o6Manyjiu, a ebi cjiuuikom 6buiu dodpu...
EarwoiuKe nyjtcen numb CKandcui, dnn ueso - smo yotc ezo pacuem. Y ueao eceada ceou
pacnem...)(2:6). Though Mitya is the one providing an opportunity to save his father from
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continuing the scandal, Fyodor continues to shame his son by mocking, and subsequently
negating his confession.
In “Lying,” Dostoevsky argues that all liars share similar characteristics, one of
which is “intellect, the desire to appear more clever than he is.. .not to be stupider than
anyone else” (Dostoevsky “Lying” 273) (yM, otcenanbe noKa3ambCHyMuee,

hcm ecmb...

He znynee hukozo) (“hchto o Bpam>e”). This characteristic is evident in Fyodor Pavlovich
who is constantly shaming others in order to maintain a sense of control. When
addressing Zosima and the elders, Fyodor says, “it always seems to me, when I go
somewhere, that I am lower than everyone else and that they all take me for a buffoon—
so let me indeed play the buffoon, because all of you, to a man, are lower and stupider
than I am” (BK, 86) (Mue ece man u Kaotcemcn, Kozda n exootcy Kyda-uudydb, nmo h
nodjiee ecex u nmo Mena ece 3a uiyma npummaiom, - man eom daeau otce h u g

comom

dene cbizpaw uiyma, nomoMy nmo eu ece do eduuozo znynee u nodnee mchh)(2:8).
Fyodor repeats almost the exact same speech in an earlier chapter while defending his
ignoble position amongst people whom he knows are of a higher and purer caliber than
him. According to Dostoevsky’s essay, the only way to gain advantage over a crowd of
listeners is to be more intelligent than the speaker—someone who can question the details
of the lie. Fyodor remarks on how “old liars who have been play-acting all their
lives... [they] have moments when they get so carried away by their posing that they
indeed tremble and weep from excitement” (BK, 73) (Ecmb y cmapbix nzynoe, eao
otcu3Hb ceoK) npoaKmepcmeoeaeiuux, Munymu, Kozda ohu do mozo 3apucywmcH, nmo
yotce eoucmuny dpootcam u ruianym om eonneuuK) (2:6). Fyodor is the epitome of an old
liar who, by manipulating the truth and confessions, becomes unable to decipher truth
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from reality; he begins to believe his own lies more than the truth. The personal
gratification that the liar derives from his successful performance enables him to become
more confident in his storytelling. This “excitement” also yields uncontrollable behavior,
because the liar is compelled, by all his enthusiasm, to push the boundaries of his
listeners with more extravagant lies.
The fact that Mitya is sent to prison for allegedly killing his father justifies
Dostoevsky’s claim that lying can easily manipulate people’s judgment (within the
novel—even Alyosha suspects Mitya at one point), and how much more susceptible we
are to the fabrication of a story as opposed to its “dull” but truthful counterpart.
Dostoevsky states, “the truth can lie on the table right in front of people for a hundred
years but they won’t pick it up; they go chasing after fabrications precisely because they
consider truth to be fantastic and utopian” (Dostoevsky, “Lying,” 271) (Hcmima neotcum
neped modbMU no cmo Jiem ua cmojie, u ee ohu ne 6epym, a ^omiomcR 3a npudyMawibiM,
umchho

nomoMy, nmo ee-mo u cnumatom (paumacmunHbiM u ymonunecKim).

Since Dostoevsky believes people need other people in order to lie, the speaker
always needs an audience, which is why Fyodor Pavlovich is generally “himself’ when in
the company of others. In “Lying,” Dostoevsky claims, “Russian lying suggests we are
all ashamed of ourselves” (271) (name eceodiqee pyccKoe Jisanbe HOMeKaem, omo mo,
nmo Mbi ece cmbiduMcx cclmux ce6n) (“ hcuto o Bpam>e”), yet Fyodor’ shame may not be

genuine. After he embarrasses himself in front of Zosima, Fyodor tells Miusov that he is
leaving and cannot stay for dinner because he is so “ashamed,” but Miusov tellingly asks,
“Is that another lie?” (BK, 75) (He Jiotceme jiu ebi?) (2:6). Realizing that he has not yet
made a significant impact on his listeners, Fyodor drives off but then returns in order to
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continue his performance. The fact that Pyotr Alexandrovich is not convinced by
Fyodor’s shame is an indication that he may be devoid of such a feeling. Perhaps the fact
that no one believes in his sincerity (if he is sincere) is the very reason why Fyodor is
compelled to return. Since he is so used to playing the buffoon, and admits that that is the
role expected of him, any emergence of truth or genuineness would be dismissed as a lie,
regardless of whether or not he is telling the truth.
Deborah Martinsen, author of Surprised by Shame, “examine [s] the content of
lying as shame content made manifest” and focuses on the Dostoevskian liars who feel
shame and occasionally remorse for their crass behavior (lying) in society, where lying is
tolerated and usually exposed in its fullest form. Martinsen argues that The Brothers
Karamazov concentrates on shame especially in the case of Fyodor Karamazov. Her
claim is that “shame lies on the boundary between self and other and is thus intimately
linked to the question of identity” (Martinsen xiv). As soon as Fyodor enters “society”
(the monastery) he pretends to be a defenseless and abused father. He consciously tries to
sway Zosima and the elders in believing that Mitya is an ungrateful son whose goal is to
rob him of all his money. Only after he unmasks himself (due to lack of self-control) the
real Fyodor resumes his part the “buffoon” because this is what others consider him to be
and he constantly acknowledges his awareness of the reputation that he constructed for
himself. However, whether he is ashamed of this requires some more consideration. It
would seem that since Fyodor is so eager to constantly remind his audience, proudly, of
his buffoonery, he excites himself with his own theatrics to the point where he is almost
unstoppable.
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Martinsen argues that “Dostoevsky scandalizes readers by suggesting that we are
all the same as Fyodor Karamazov. The idea disrupts our questioning sense of self; it
disorients us; it makes us self-conscious. This...is Dostoevsky’s goal: to surprise readers
with shame, to expose shame as the post-lapsarian heritage we share with Fyodor
Pavlovich” (Martinsen, 11). While the reader experiences shame on behalf of Fyodor,
whose lack of self control encourages his erratic behavior in Zosima’s cell, Fyodor does
not appear to reflect on his actions long enough to experience shame for himself.
The following passage is Martinsen’s attempt to dismantle Fyodor’s
communicative power by examining the weaknesses in his pun about the police
commissioner, and her analysis ties in Dostoevsky’s reason for including such an
unsuccessful joke. Martinsen says:
Fedor Pavlovich puns on the police commissioner’s identity as
well as his title [and] asks him to be a “director,” rather than a
“corrector,” to harmonize people rather than isolate them...Fedor’s
pun also plays with the shared root prav, which denotes “justice
and “truth,” other thematic issues in the novel...[but] Fedor
Karamazov’s wit backfires. His story fails both because the police
commissioner is humorless and because Fedor nonetheless persists
in inappropriate wordplay (178-90).
Martinsen ignores the fact that Fydor Pavlovich is denoting justice and truth because of
the effect that his pun has in respect to the root word prav, and that is the main reason
why he says it. Fyodor’s wit does not backfire, rather Fyodor mocks the idea of truth in
front of the people who hold truth in the highest esteem and are likely to give him the
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reaction he anticipates and for which he perhaps even hopes. Fyodor is punning on the
word pravda because he is always right and never right. Rather than pointing to the idea
that Fyodor Pavlovich purposely and consciously does this, Martinsen focuses on the idea
that he is unaware of his audience and misfires. But Fyodor must know that he will not
get a positive reaction out of his listeners with a joke that “denotes justice and truth” but
that gives him more of a reason to tell the joke. He is playing into the role of buffoon and
liar and he wants to both shock his listeners and reaffirm their belief in his incapacity for
honesty and truth telling.
Since there is usually a strong presence of moral reaction to the immoral act of
lying, the liars are unable to simply lie and get away with it. The moral positions of
Zosima and Fyodor are unbalanced; the odds are not in favor of Fyodor because he
attempts to appeal to an audience that finds neither his anecdotes not his stories amusing;
his lies fail but the scandal succeeds. In this case, purity and truth outweigh the lie and
Zosima’s straightforward revelation concerning Fyodor’s behavior abruptly ends
Fyodor’s performance, if only temporarily. Even after Zosima exposes Fyodor’s
motivations for lying, the “actor” continues to perform but this time he plays the part of
the “offended” (BK, 44). Regardless of how ashamed Fyodor may claim to be, he reverts
to his expected form of behavior, an outcome that is anticipated at this point by the
reader. The fact is that Fyodor is not only incapable of being honest but has no desire to
repent, at least not in the traditional sense (private confession), and in his public
confessions he is unable to be truthful. The crux of Martinsen’s argument depends on the
connection and overlap between lying and shame, since “Dostoevsky’s liars...are
shamed, shameless, or both.” While her analysis of Fyodor’s storytelling (specifically

19

“Out o f the crooked timber of humanity, nothing entirely straight can be built. ”
-Immanuel Kant, Akademische Ausgabe

referencing Fyodor’s misfired speech about Diderot) reaffirms this idea, specific
trademarks of Fyodor’s behavior (through gestures and language) that negate the fact that
he feels any shame for his actions or his speech, as is the case in “The Old Buffoon,” are
unaddressed.
Fyodor’s murder is the turning point and instigation of lies, gossip, rumor, and
suspicion. His earlier exaggerations in front of Zosima, and lies concerning his money,
specifically in terms of Mitya’s debt (which according to Fyodor, runs in the thousands)
proves Dostoevsky’s argument about the corruptive nature of lies, how they are able to
infiltrate our “truthful” or honest perceptions. The Brothers Karamazov is Dostoevsky’s
tool for commenting on society and its susceptibility and inclination to believe in lies,
even if they are not very good lies. Although he does maintain a balance between “good”
and “bad” characters, the book does not solely attempt in moralizing goodness and truth,
but rather it exposes the lies that infiltrate and even destroy the character’s lives and
defiles the idea that truth can still persevere in society. Dostoevsky tests the reader’s
“goodness” by omitting the truth. He demonstrates in two ways how easy it is to tell a
story—with the use of words—to distract the listener (in this case, the reader) from the
truth and to leave out crucial elements that would otherwise “give away” the truth. In
reference to Dostoevsky’s writing style, Bakhtin says, “In Dostoevsky’s novels,
everything is directed toward that unspoken and as yet unpredetermined ‘new word,’
everything waits tensely on that word, and the author does not block its path” (166). As
the author often demonstrates, the line between truth and lie is occasionally
undistinguishable, and the novel exists without a simple or fixed moral or lesson. Often,
Dostoevsky constructs the hero and the villain as doubles, a technique that allows the
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reader to relate and even believe in both of these opposites. Thus the novel ultimately
serves as a means of self-reflection for the reader, who is forced to evaluate the absence
of truth within themselves.
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Chapter 2
General Ivolgin: The Storyteller
In Surprised by Shame, Deobrah Martinsen describes The Idiot’s (.Hduom)
General Ivolgin as a “storyteller” (62), which is in a sense a less sophisticated breed of
liar. What differentiates the general’s storytelling from Fyodor Karamazov’s outright lies
is his naivety. Like Fyodor in The Brothers Karamazov, Ivolgin is The Idiot’s primary
outsider and verbal manipulator. But his methods and motives for lying differ from
Fyodor’s. While the latter’s talent for making a spectacle is based on intentional lying—
evident by his thoughtfully constructed public performances—the general’s lying is more
accidental and clearly not premeditated, demonstrating how forgetful and absent minded
he really is. Although the general does crave a considerable amount of attention, his lies
resonate in a less garish way than Fyodor’s. The general’s naivety is evident by his
absence of malevolence and the lack of preparedness in his speeches. He often stutters or
loses train of thought, and his stories are frequently devoid of critical details he claims to
have temporarily “forgotten”. Ivolgin is a less careful and unaware liar, making his
actions and words more spontaneous and thus, less effective. And while Karamazov’s
character knows exactly what he is doing with his words, Ivolgin does not. He is not so
much a liar as he is untruthful, and as a result, a much less successful performer as well.
This chapter will explore Ivolgin’s scandalous theatrical performances and the
connection they share with the notion of Austin’s linguistic performative. By focusing on
certain elements of verbal performance such as lapses and inconsistencies in the general’s
speech, gesticulation, and intonation, this chapter will explain how these communicative
and rhetorical devices affect performance and delivery as well as the audience’s
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perception of General Ivolgin’s unsuccessful lies. Arguably, the most important
component of each liar’s speech is what he fails to do with words, a constant error
resulting in misfired attempts to successfully manipulate both language and audience.
Dostoevsky instills in his anti-heroes a fear that they will be forgotten, hence
Fyodor and Ivolgin’s desperation for notoriety. This fear places Ivolgin into a category
consisting of Dostoevsky’s most scandalized characters, which resort to lying and
storytelling in order to salvage a sense of self-worth and belonging. For the purpose of
clarification, in this particular chapter, lying and storytelling will be used interchangeably
up to a certain point; because of his incessant storytelling Ivolgin is, for the most part,
considered a liar by scholars. Later on in this chapter the difference between lying and
untruths—in reference to the general’s dialogue—will be discussed in further detail. The
ambiguous nature surrounding both truth and lies in these novels contributes to the multi
dimensional characteristics of the targeted liars, challenging the idea of whether truth is
represented more justly in their characters than in the protagonists. The liars’
confessions—the most sacred form of truth-telling—are never entirely true, which begs
the question of whether or not they are in fact capable of being honest in public.
When we first meet General Ardalion Alexandrovich Ivolgin, or rather hear of the
self-proclaimed “retired from service and unfortunate” general {Idiot 87) (omcmaeuou u
Hecnacmubiu) (1:8) through the detailed description of the Ivolgin family living
conditions, it becomes clear that the general is not an active head of his family or the
community, and his house is being run by his wife Nina Alexandrovna and eldest son
Ganya. General Ivolgin, initially portrayed as distracted and indifferent to the matters of
the house, does not appear to notice the rearrangement of the family hierarchy, at least
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not until he makes a confession to the new boarder Prince Myshkin, in which he says,
“I’ve done all a father can do, a mild and indulgent father, that is” (117) (r cdejicui ece,
nmo moz cdejiamb omeij, - ho omeif KporriKuu u cuucxodumejibHbiu) (1:12). The image of
himself that the general confesses to have tried to uphold is contrary to the character
being presented to the reader. But the biggest mystery surrounding Ivolgin’s confessions
is that we do not really know whether this statement is true, because the majority of the
general’s past—aside from his war tales or self-proclaimed heroism—is missing from the
novel. In “Paradoxical Dostoevsky,” Gary Saul Morson argues that “Dostoevsky works
with a special view of open time, in which many possible actions inhere in any given
moment, especially one of crisis. He does not allow us to focus on one as certain because
he wants to reveal the entire field of possibilities, to let us see that what did not happen
might have happened” (Morson 481). Despite the general’s unreliable reputation as a
public confessor and storyteller, the fact that he claims to have “done all a father can do”
places the reader in a state of doubt, especially in this opening scene where it appears that
the general’s status is in fact in a state of crisis. As an unstable member in his home and
within society, there is great deal of speculation as to whether or not the general’s
storytelling tendencies are a habit of late, and if so, are they justifiable and is there truth
in anything he says?
Dostoevsky describes in detail the general’s room in order to relay the instability
of his current status. Of all the rooms in the house, “the fourth room, smaller than the
rest... was occupied by the father of the family.. .and [he] was obliged to go in and out of
the flat through the kitchen by the back staircase” (.Idiot, 82) (y Kyxnu, naxodwiacb
nemeepman KOMHamm, nomecuee ecex nponux, e Komopou noMeipcuiCR com omcmaenou
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zenepan Heonzun, ometf ceMeücmea...a xodumt u euxodumb m mapmupu odfuan 6bui
npe3 KyxHio u no nepnou Recmuui\e) (1:8). In this description lies an important social

paradox; if the father is restricted to the smallest room in the house, then it is necessary to
question the stability of the family hierarchy. With this description, Dostoevsky is also
able to introduce the family's shame into the novel by noting General Ivolgin’s obligation
to exit “through the kitchen by the back staircase.” Being improbable that the general is
the one who insists on entering and exiting that way, the only conclusion is that his
family has insisted on it, and there is no evidence to prove that the general makes an
effort to resist their request. By the family’s insistence, the general ultimately becomes an
outsider in his own home, unable to make decisions concerning his own accommodations
or having control over his independence. In addition, Kolya, the youngest son is “packed
away” in there with the general in order to “wait on his father and to keep an eye on
him,” which, as we are told, “was becoming more and more necessary” (Idiot 82) (eMy
mootee npedHci3Hcmajiocb 3decb mecHiimbCR... u CMompemb 3a omifOM Komopbiii ece
donee u 6on.ee ue moz 6e3 omozo oóoümucb) (1:8). The fact that it is “becoming more and

more necessary” to monitor and “wait” on the general indicates that these cautionary
measures taken by the rest of the Ivolgin family are to ensure that he will not only remain
unheard and unseen by the other boarders—which would make him an imposition and a
liability on account that his wife Nina Alexandrovna is now responsible for supporting
the family by renting out rooms— but that they will be able to control him. The general is
in somewhat of a paradoxical state, being that he is dependent on Kolya, which illustrates
the general’s loss of independence not only within his household, but as a member of
society.
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Dostoevsky continues to describe the general’s wardrobe and the initial
impression he makes on the new boarder, Prince Myshkin, who serves as another (Kolya
being the first) of the general’s doubles/opposites in the novel: “his [the general’s]
appearance would have been rather impressive, if it had not been for something
neglected, slovenly, even unclean about him. He was wearing shabby indoor clothes, an
old frock-coat with elbows almost in holes and dirty linen. At close quarters he smelt a
little of vodka” {Idiot 87) (@ueypa 6 bina 6 bi doeojibuo ocauucmcm, ecnu 6 bi ue 6 biJio e
neu neao-mo onycmueuieaocR, mnocmuiesocR, daotce 3anaHKauHoao. Odem oh 6 bui e
cmapenbKuu aopmyneK, nyrrib ue c npodpaeuiuMUCR jioKmRMu; dejibe mootce 6 bino
3acajieHHoe,-no-doMauiHeMy. B6jiu3u om neao hcmhoso naxno eodKou)

(1:8). The

general’s disinterest in his own appearance further satisfies the idea that his patriarchal
position has been relinquished or is in jeopardy. Similar to Fyodor Karamazov, Ivolgin’s
susceptibility for erratic behavior while under the influence of alcohol aids in the
theatrical tendencies of his character. Caught between his self-declared misfortunes and a
supposed desire to regain leverage in his own home, the general appears to lack stability
in his convictions. Alcohol promotes the general’s lack of self-control and the patterns of
his speech become erratic and unstructured, making the appearance of truth less
discemable in the context of his speeches. The inescapable tendencies of telling stories
for the purposes of entertainment is fueled by his desire to be accepted, but his lack of
self-control produces a multitude of misfires that turn out to be more memorable than any
instance of truth.

26

‘‘There would be no way to learn what truth is if it were not known naturally... when one tries to define these things,
one obscures them and confuses oneself... ” -Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method

SCANDAL
The general’s speech is different from that of the other characters, and it is
puiposely written in such a way that the author is able to accomplish a successful
characterization of a storyteller—an outlandish and controversial “fool” who will forsake
the truth and his reputation for an audience. While Ivolgin haphazardly incites the
creation of scandal, lies and storytelling develops into the novel’s art form, which is an
opinion upheld by the author who believes art to be a foundation for fiction. In A Writers
Diary in an essay entitled “Something about Lying,” Dostoevsky writes: “The vast
majority of our lies are told for the sake of sociability. One wants to produce an aesthetic
impression on the listener, to make him feel good, and so people lie, even sacrificing
themselves to the listener” (“Lying,” 269) ( Y nac, 6 ozpoMHOM dojibuamcmee, mym U3
eocmenpuimcmea. Xonemcn npouseecmb DcmemunecKoe enenamiieitue e cjiymamene,
docmaeumb ydoeojibcmeue, uy u mym, dajice, maK CKa3amb, Jtcepmeyn codoio
cjiyuiamejoo) (“HeuTo o Bpam>e”). This idea of sacrificing one’s self for the sake of

entertainment or “aesthetics” is the basis for the general’s performances, which he views
a way to reconnect with society. With the liar playing such a necessary role in the novel
as the instigator of scandal, there is really no possibility for the general to experience a
transformation. Although he wrongfully believes his stories will somehow gamer respect
and admiration, his “self aggrandizement” (Martinsen, 64) is concentrated inadvertently
on constructing an inaccurate representation of the person he wishes to be perceived as.
According to Dostoevsky’s statement about liars, it would appear that the general is
merely seeking an audience and any attention is worth forfeiting a reinvention of his
reputation, and so, he adapts to his role as the “sacrificed” outsider somewhat willingly.
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Mikhail Bakhtin writes about Dostoevsky’s most scandalous characters and the
purpose they serve within the novel. Every novel, he claims, must have a scandal scene,
and it is the role of the appointed jester or clown to contribute to the “carnival” square.
As the “clown” or fool, Ivolgin is meant to provide comic relief as the subject of mockery
and inspiration for humor. It is the purpose of the clown to incite scandal through his
misdirected speeches and over embellished storytelling, or lies. As discussed in the
previous chapter, the scenes of scandal are reserved for public places, where the
possibility of fusing elements required for the scandal scene are more appropriate and
accessible. In order for the scandal to occur, the provocateur must provide the basis for
what Dostoevsky calls a “mutual relationship” between the speaker and his audience:
“The genteel mutual relationship that lying involves is virtually the prime prerequisite of
Russian society—of all Russian meetings, gatherings, clubs, learned societies, and so on”
(“Lying,” 271) Q.JejiuKamuan 63auMH0 cmb epcmbx ecmb nonmu nepeoe ycjioeue pyccKoeo
odipecmea - ecex pyccKux codpanuu, eenepoe, miydoe, yneubix ofipecme u upon) (“HeuTo

o BpaHte”). And although Ivolgin is an outsider to the “learned society” in The Idiot, he
is still a necessary element for the implementation of scandal, even if the drawing rooms
of his house and others required for it is accidental. When meeting Nastassya Filipovna,
his son Ganya’s prospective wife, the general puts on a show (painting his moustache and
donning clean clothes) in front of her, and a gang of other characters who show up at the
Ivolgin home unannounced. With such extensive preparation displayed by the general, it
is clear he is insistent on not only taking part, but being in the center of every public
scene.
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Bakhtin provides “the characteristic accessories of a carnival complex: guffaw
and tragedy, a clown, comical street farces, a crowd of masqueraders” (161), and all of
these elements are often executed in the company of others, in “a place in which mockery
and triumph, praise and abuse are inseparably fused” (Bakhtin, 164). In order for the
carnival to be successful there has to be a shift in hierarchy, a point that was mentioned
earlier with respect to Ganya and Ivolgin’s battle for authority. With Ivolgin’s inevitable
loss of power, he becomes desperate, hence his early attachment to Prince Myshkin, the
new boarder. The novel requires a character so aware of the immobility of his outsider
status that he is willing to take the risks that threaten the survival of his character.
Ultimately, the “sinner” Ivolgin is written out of the novel with a somewhat anticipated
death. It is not uncommon for Dostoevsky to rid the novel of the fool, who whose main
purpose is inciting scandal and promoting social instability for the other characters. And
Bakhtin believes that these deaths solve nothing; in the case of Fyodor Karamazov, his
lies succeeded in creating scandal after his death. The following is Bakhtin’s explanation
of the shift in hierarchy that promotes the common ritualistic “decrowning” of the clown
in the following passage:
Crowning/decrowning is a dualistic ambivalent ritual, expressing
the inevitability and at the same time the creative power of the shift-andrenewal, the joyful relativity of all structure and order, of all authority and
all (hierarchical) position. Crowning already contains the idea of
immanent decrowning: it is ambivalent from the very start. And he who is
crowned is the antipode of a real king, a slave or a jester; this act as it
were, opens and sanctifies the inside out world of carnival (124).
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Ivolgin is never “officially” crowned “king,” although his words carry enough
power to interfere in the action of the novel. As the “antipode” or exact opposite of a real
king, the fool Ivolgin is continually granted permission by the author, to speak and
inteiject in sensitive matters, both publicly and privately. Since scandals arise as a direct
result of his storytelling, he achieves a temporary “crowning” when his stories are
believed, encouraged, and subsequently bring about a result. The purpose of the clown is
to satirize the other characters and the world within the novel. Eventually the general’s
“decrowning” results in the sacrificial death of his character midway through the novel.
Another element to Bakhtin’s carnival theory revolves around the idea that the
type of language spoken by the most scandalous characters is the reason why the satire is
so effective, because of the reliance on “camivalized language” (Bakhtin, 145), which is
the only form of language that can achieve a kind of harmony or unification that merges
art with reality. This transposition of camivalization into literature is what Bakhtin
believes to be “the portrayal of everyday life; everyday life is drawn into the camivalized
action of the plot; the ordinary and constant is combined with the extraordinary and
changeable” (158). Bakhtin’s theory supports the claim that the novel is dependent on the
outsider in order to represent the crises that mimic the theatrical aspects of reality. His
sensationalistic stories, over embellished for rhetorical effect, merge these two ideas of
everyday life and carnival that as Bakhtin says, unite in the carnival square, which the
general is not only involved in but instigates. His presentation, theatrical and over
exaggerated lies transforms his personal experience—or what we believe to be a story
that may have some truth to it—into a farce.
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STORYTELLING
When a new boarder, Prince Myshkin moves into a spare room in the Ivolgin
home, he is drawn into a wild story in which the general claims to have known his
parents, and without reservations, the elder goes so far as to takes credit for their
marriage. In his initial exchange with Myshkin, the general tries to learn more about the
prince, while at the same time making an attempt to win his confidence by claiming to
have known him when Myshkin was a young boy:
“Yes, yes! Son of my friend, the companion of my childhood, I may
say, Nikolay Petrovich?”
“My father’s name was Nikolay Lvovich.”
“Lvovich,” the general corrected himself, but without haste and with
complete assurance, as though he had not in the least forgotten it, but had
uttered the wrong name by accident. He sat down, and taking Myshkin’s
hand he too made him sit down beside him. “I used to carry you in my
arms” (Idiot 87).
“Tate, max! Cbm Moeeo dpyea, mochcho CKa3amb, moeapuiqa
demcmea, H ukojiosl IJempoeuna? ”
“Moeeo omifa 36cuiu HuKonaeM JlbeoeuneM. ”
“Jlbeoem, - nonpaewicst eeuepan, ho He cneiua, a c
coeepmennou) yeepeHHoembw, kok 6ydmo oh nucKOJibKo u He
3a6bieaji, a mojibKO nenastHHo oeoeopwicsL. Oh ceji, u, mocnce easts khsissi
3a pyiey, nocadwt nodne ce6si. - f l eac na pyicax hocur-c ” (1 :8 ).
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Confidence is often the storyteller’s most important asset. The “I used to carry
you in my arms” story seems endearing, and his performance, which is initiated by sitting
next to Myshkin and taking him by the hand, makes it appear more genuine. However,
the rapid and unexpected transition between the general’s mistake (of Myshkin’s father’s
name) and the holding of the hand are somewhat non sequential. It seems that the general
uses a performative gesture to avoid having to explain or revisit the mistake, as well as to
convey the legitimacy of his claim to have known Myshkin as a boy. But despite the
general’s efforts, Myshkin “began to listen with certain skepticism” (87) (KuR3b uanmaji
cjiyuiamb c ueKomopoio nedoeep hueocmbio) and although the prince is referred to as the

idiot throughout the entire novel, he realizes that the general is merely using this story as
a tactic to start a conversation and find a way to connect with him. Prior to this incident,
Myshkin had recognized the odor of alcohol on the general’s breath, which in turn
heightens the prince’s, as well as the reader’s skepticism of the story. The “I carried you
in my arms” story is a technique the general uses every time he meets a character younger
than himself, almost as is it were part of a reflex. This guessing game the general often
plays when attempting to gain information is reminiscent of a fortune teller’s
performance—he guesses a common name, and then pretends to have “uttered the wrong
name” accidentally.
The general goes insofar as to correct Myshkin on some of the misconceptions
regarding the details of his father’s death as well as a scandal that nearly damaged his
father’s reputation. Above all, the general’s confidence, evident in his tone and
surprisingly eloquent “recollections” of certain “memories” and details, makes him
almost believable. This exchange provides Ivolgin with the opportunity to connect to
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Myshkin under the pretense of a noble and honest friend, hoping that his words might
grant him passage back into the community. But he is artful at pretending to know private
information, and in haste, he completely overrides all the details Myshkin provides about
his family. Ivolgin makes the mistake of being overly confident in his storytelling, and
his tendency of pretending to know too much usually causes his failure as a speaker
before he reaches the end of his stories. By trying to obtain the rights of Myshkin’s story,
Ivolgin presents one of his most successful performances. Although he gets carried away,
he acts as if his fumbles are nothing more than a slip of the tongue, or the fault of an old
man’s memory, and he regains a certain amount of leverage because of his temporarily
accessible quick wit.

LITERARY DEVICES
Repetition is an essential element of General Ivolgin’s speech, since it often
reveals hesitation and forgetfulness. What makes the general’s dialogue so unique are the
rhetorical qualities that confirm his unreliability as a storyteller. As with other
Dostoevskian liars, his speech is purposely constructed in such a way that it reveals
various linguistic nuances that add speculation to the validity of his stories.
Inconsistencies in the speaker’s thought primarily signify loss of memory, whether it is
genuine or constructed. This reveals the speaker’s uncertainty to the audience, which is
why he is labeled as an untrustworthy and an unsuccessful liar.
The general continuously attempts to build a public partnership with Myshkin,
exclaiming, multiple times, “General Ivolgin and Prince Myshkin!” (Idiot, 117-19)
(Tenepcui Heomun u KHX3b MbiiuKun!) (1:12) in order convey to anyone who will listen,
that he is part of a brotherhood, and is now somehow linked to another character of
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“noble blood.” Also, by publicly proclaiming this new comradeship he uses Myshkin’s
title to reassure himself that he is due to experience a revival of his old reputation, and the
respect he feels he so highly deserves. In the following passage, Ivolgin is attempting to
justify to Myshkin that he has an impressive reputation and that by his account, his
history as a general is as historically significant as some of the men he mentions in his
story.
My old comrades live all about here [Nevsky Prospect], and I-I who have
seen more service and faced more hardships than any of them, I trudge on
foot to the lodgings of a woman of doubtful reputation! I, a man who has
thirteen bullets in his breast!...You don’t believe it? And yet it was solely
on my account Dr. Pirogov telegraphed to Paris and for a while abandoned
Sevastopol at the time of the siege, and Nelaton, the Paris court doctor,
succeeded in obtaining free pass in the name of science and got into the
besieged city on purpose to examine me. The highest authorities are
cognizant of the fact. ‘Ah, that’s the Ivolgin who has thirteen bullets in
him?’...That’s how they speak of me. (118)
3 decb ece otcueym mou moeapumu, an, a m mix naudonee omcjiyotcueiuuu

u naudojiee nocmpadaeiuuu, h 6pedy neuiKOM k EojibuioMy Teampy 6
Keapmupy nodo3pumejibHou DtceHupmu! Henoeex, y Komoposo e epydu
mpuHadifamb nyjib... eu ne eepume? A Meotcdy meM eduHcmeenuo djw
Mem IJuposoe e Tlaptotc meneepcKpupoecui u ocacMcdeunbiu Ceeacmonojib
na epeMM dpocun, a Hejiamon, napmtccKuu eotp-MeduK, ceododubiu
nponycK eo umr uaym ebixjionomcm u e occotcdenubiu Ceeacmonojib
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The general’s hyperbolic speech begins with the idea that he knows the men who
live on Nevsky Prospect, a very wealthy and prominent street in St. Petersburg, yet he is
walking to Nastassya Filipovna’s, a woman of “questionable” reputation, and who he
considers to be below him. The exclamation marks provide a rhetoric effect, and suggest
that the speech is being delivered theatrically, not humbly. In Intonation and Gesture,
Dwight Bolinger suggests that “the fluctuations of pitch are to be counted among those
bodily movements which are more or less automatic concomitants of our states and
feelings and from which we can deduce the states and feelings of others” (157). In the
delivery of the general’s speech, the exclamatory statements indicate a rise in tone, as
well as excitement. Ivolgin’s passionate telling of his story indicates that he could quite
possibly be entertained by his own rendition of these invented events. The initial non
sequitur transition in the first two sentences—walking to Nastasya Filipovna’s has little
to do with where his “comrades” live, or how many bullets he has lodged in his chest—
indicates the general’s scattered thought process, which is characteristic of a speaker
during moments where he is aiming to impress his listeners. The repetition of “I” and
“me” is excessive, and the purpose is to keep reminding the listener that the subject,
Ivolgin, was important enough to receive assistance from Napoleon Ill’s private
physician (Nelaton). While both Nelaton and Dr. Pirogov did in fact exist, the episode
Ivolgin claims to have happened is, of course, untrue. By making himself sound more
important, the general will achieve, in his mind, the sort of respect and audience he has
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long since pined for. Ivolgin’s apparent fear that his story may be failing becomes clear
when he asks if Myshkin believes him, yet there is no interjection from the latter to
suggest doubt. The fact that Ivolgin is considered to be a conscious liar suggests that
there is no justification for his question in response to Myshkin’s lack of reaction
(omitted by the author), which he quite possibly anticipates because of the falseness of
his account. The presence of the question is also a technique used by the general right
before he launches into the most sensational part of a story, perhaps suggesting that the
general is himself doubtful of the facts of his own narrative. By asking if the listener
believes him, he is trying to justify that his story is worth listening to and believing, not
only to his speaker, but to himself. The incorporation of paralipsis, a hesitation in his
speech, is a method the general uses to bide his time before coming up with the
remainder of his story. This rhetorical effect is commonly used by the speaker right
before he enters into the most extravagant details, and reinforces the fact that even he is
not always in control of the particulars infused in his stories. In an essay “On Liars,”
Montaigne writes that “old liars” are most often the ones who repeat stories and will
make a point to forge ahead through even the most inaccurate accounts. They will “crowd
it with so many impertinent circumstances” in order to be heard, and that “it is a hard
thing to close up a discourse, and to cut it short, when you have once started” (31).
Montaigne’s argument is relevant in the general’s case for two reasons. Not only is
Ivolgin an “old liar”, but it is, as Montaigne describes, impossible to stop or interrupt him
once he has gotten caught up in the momentum of one of his stories. The fact that an “old
liar” never gives up is also pertinent in this case, since the general would first defend
himself unyieldingly before succumbing to defeat and admitting his stories to be false.
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During a later conversation with Myshkin, the general arbitrarily says, “Do you
know, my dear boy, I am something of a poet in soul. Have you noticed that? But.. .but I
do believe we may have called at the wrong flat,” he concluded suddenly and quite
unexpectedly” {Idiot, 120) (3naeme,

mou mwiuu ,

a uecKOJibKo no3m e dyiue, - 3aMemwiu

6bi smo? A enpoHeM...enpoHeM, KCidtcemcR, m u m coeceM myda 3axodwiu, - 3aKjuomm oh
edpye coeepiuenuo neojtcudaHHo) ( 1: 12). Again, there is an example of a non-sequitur

transition by the general, from him being a poet to arriving at the wrong apartment. The
fact that he does not achieve an answer to the question aimed at Myshkin forces him to
change the subject. In addition, the general’s repeated use of anacoluthon—a break in
grammatical series that specifies changes in mood or tone—is also a useful device in
changing the subject, and dictates away from the original topic, which gamers no
response from his listener.
Attempting to gain the confidence of the prince, Ivolgin uses the opportunity to
redeem himself by attempting to introduce Myshkin to some of his “old friends.” Despite
the detours on which Myshkin is forced to accompany Ivolgin, the prince notices early on
that “the general turned out to be thoroughly drunk; he was overwhelmingly eloquent and
talked without ceasing, with feeling and on the verge of tears. He insisted continually that
the misbehavior of all the members of his family had brought about their min, and that it
was high time to put a stop to it” {Idiot, 118) (eem paji OKa3ancR peiuumejibHO nbnn, e
cwibHeuiueM Kpacuopenuu, u eoeopuii 6e3yMOJiKy, c nyecmeoM, co cne3ou e dyiue. flejio
uino decnpepbieno o moM, nmo Hpe3 dypuoe noeedenue ecex Hjieuoe eeo ceMeucmea
se e pyuiw iocb, u nmo omoMy nopa naKoneif nojiootcumb npedeji)

(1:12). Ivolgin’s

decision to call on his “old comrades” promotes yet another scandal because it results in a
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shameful exchange with Marfa Borissovna, a widow of one of his old general friends and
to whom Ivolgin owes an exorbitant amount of money. Upon arriving in her apartment,
unannounced, Marfa’s first words to Myshkin are criticisms about the general: “Would
you believe that this shameless man has not spared my orphan children! He’s robbed us
of everything, carried off everything, sold and pawned everything and left us with
nothing!...you deceiver...devouring monster!” (Idiot, 121) (eepume jiu ebi, nmo smom
deccmbidubiu Henoeex ne noipadwi moux cupomcKwc demeu! ece oppadwi, ece
nepemacKcui, ece npodan u scijiochcuji, nmeeo ne ocmaewi...xumpei{... nenacbimnoe
cepdije). In this scene, Ivolgin’s storytelling backfires, when Marfa accuses him of

stealing all of her possessions, and keeping the money for himself. The general responds
to her accusations by “bowing in all directions. ‘I am weak, forgive me,” (122)
(pacKJiciHuecmcb so ece cmopoHbi; - f cjiad, u3eunume ) (1:12) he says, before lying

down on the couch and falling asleep. In order to avoid his blunder, Ivolgin acts as
though he has suddenly become disoriented and performs his way out of the situation. By
bowing as a courtesy, Ivolgin is actually mocking the bow because his performance is not
driven by genuine feelings of remorse, or respect towards the people he is bowing. The
repercussions of Ivolgin’s excessive storytelling and appetite for theatrics finally surface
in this first scandal scene of the novel. The incident with Marfa illustrates just how
powerful and detrimental language can be to an invariably aloof character such as
Ivolgin. Myshkin attempts to end his aimless efforts of following the general to the flats
of people who evidently want nothing to do with the infamous storyteller: “I’m afraid it
was awfully stupid to have troubled you this evening’ murmured Myshkin. ‘Besides,
you’re...Good-bye!” (Idiot, 120) (Mne KaoicemcR,

r u

6e3 mopo cdencuiyjtcacnyio
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znynocmb, - npodopMomcui KHX3b, - nmo daeeua eac nom peeojtcwi. K tnoMy Dtce e u
menepb... IJpoufaume!)

(1:12). This example of anacoluthon is different than the

general’s in that its sole purpose is to cut the conversation short and avoid what could
potentially present the possibility for the general to once again interject, which he ends up
doing anyway. When Myshkin suggests it might be best if he goes off and “gives up on
counting” on the general and sets off to find Nastasya Filippovna’s flat by himself, the
general responds with, “Give up? Counting? Alone? But whatever for...?” (Idiot, 120)
(Ilepecm am b? PaccHumueam b? OduoMy? Ho c kokou Dice cmamu)

(1:12). This use of

aporia, expressing doubt in response to Myshkin’s comment about giving up emphasizes
the general’s disbelief over the fact that he, who was supposedly known by his squadron
as “a rock” could somehow be viewed to an unreliable man. Within this conversation it
becomes clear that Myshkin has his doubts about the general, and responds to his
dialogue with an air of skepticism. This of course in turn translates to how the reader
views the general, and how little his storytelling is actually based on fact.
Despite the fact that the general is aware of the truth of what is happening to his
family, his eloquence is attributed to his drunken state, and therefore we are meant to
believe that the general will most likely not take any measures, while sober, to remedy
the situation. And while the rest of the family struggles to maintain a sober general, it is
Kolya, who seems “unaware of the general’s condition”, and is supplying the substance
that has most likely aided in the declining memory and health of the general. Ivolgin’s
alcohol-induced “eloquence” is mentioned more than once in the course of the novel. His
storytelling abilities are at their most uninhibited state when he is less cautious with his
words and is prone to over exaggeration. Eventually, due to a scandal involving his
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borrowing a large sum of money from the wife of an “old fiend” Ivolgin lands in a
debtor’s prison:
He was put in the debtors’ prison. This was the doing of his friend, the
captain’s widow, on account of various bills he had given her to the value
of two thousand roubles. It was a complete surprise to him, and the poor
general was ‘undoubtedly the victim of his unfounded faith in the
generosity of the human heart, speaking generally.’ Having adopted the
soothing habit of singing promises to pay IOUs, he has never conceived
that they could ever lead to anything; he had always supposed that it was
all right. ‘How can one put faith in mankind after that? How is one to
show generous confidence?’ he used to exclaim bitterly, sitting with his
new friends in prison over a bottle of wine, and telling them anecdotes of
the siege of Kars and the soldier who rose from the dead. It suited him
capitally, however. {Idiot, 172)
E do nocadwiu e domoeoe omdenenue. Elpenpoeodtcden oh 6 biJi myda

npmmejibHuiieu ceoeu, Kanumamueu, no eudawibiM eu e pa 3Hoe epeMH
doKyMenmoM, ifeuou mbicmu ua dee. ece omo npou30 iwio dnn ueeo
coeepuieHHbiM cwpnpu30M, u dednuu eeuepaji 6 bui "peuiumejibuo
jtcepmeou ceoeu ueyMepenuou eepu e dnaeopodcmeo cepdtfa
nejioeenecKoeo, eoeopx eoodipe

B3R6 ycnoKOumejibnyio npueuHKy

nodnucbieamb 3aeMHbie nucbMa u eeKcenn, oh u eo3MODtcHocmu He
npednojiaeaji ux eo3deucmeuH, xomn 6 u Koeda-nudydb, ece dyMcui, umo
omo maK. OKa3cuiocb He mate, "ffoeepnucn nocjie 3 moeo juodxM,
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6biKd3bieau djiaeopoduyio doeepnmocmb!" - eocKJiuijaji oh e sopecmu,
cudn c HoeuMU npiwme/iHMU, e doMe Tapacoea, 3a dymujiKOU euna u
paccKa3 bi6 an um aneKdombi npo ocady Kapca u npo eocKpeciueeo
co/idama. 3aotcwi oh, enponeM, onuimno. (2:1)

The general refuses to claim responsibility for his mistake and likewise with many
of the stories that are later revealed to be untrue. Whether it is pride or fear of his
reputation slipping further into oblivion, Ivolgin never admits defeat, and at no time does
he stop performing. The humor in the general’s “misfortune” is that he finds “new
friends” in prison to whom he is able to continue telling stories. His naivety is revealed
by the narrator’s inclusion of the general’s reaction of “surprise.” His “habit of singing
promises” is what made him so unreliable, because he never acknowledged them or
intended on honoring his word. Ivolgin’s indifference towards the value of truth and
verbal contracts is the result of his disorganized and unreliable status as a speaker.

PERFORMATIVE LANGUAGE
Aside from the rhetorical literary devices that add to Ivolgin’s unsuccess as a
storyteller, his disregard towards the adherence to verbal contracts stymies his ability to
be taken as anything but the novel’s fool. The general’s speech is riddled with what J. L.
Austin calls misfires, “because the procedure [utterance] invoked is not accepted , it is
presumably persons other than the speaker who do not accept it (at least not if the speaker
is speaking seriously )” (27). Misfires or otherwise loosely defined as promises
(statements, commands, threats, etc.) that do not yield an action on behalf of the speaker
are similar to a lie, but there are certain exceptions in the delivery of a misfire that
exclude it from upholding the same characteristics associated with lies. Austin focuses on
41
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the meanings created by a the normative acceptance of the delivery of certain words and
phrases in How To Do Things With Words, and Ivolgin’s speech provides a surplus of
examples of how not to do things with words. His repetitive misfires are what aid in the
destruction of his validity as a speaker, since his performative mishaps are devoid of an
end result or action.
Austin focuses on the components that contribute to the breakdown of speech
communication. One of his arguments revolves around the complexities we are faced
with when considering the variations of performative utterances, specifically within the
uses of illocutionary or “conventional acts” and “perlocutionary acts [which] are not
conventional”. Austen states “both kinds of acts can be performed... the illocutionary act
which has a certain force in saying something; the perlocutionary act which is the
achieving of certain effects by saying something” (Austin, 120). Most of the general’s
speeches are a performance, and so he does achieve a certain force—the audience listens;
however, the general’s utterances are devoid of the necessary “effect” that would make
them perlocutionary, and so he causes his own misfires. Misfires become more apparent
to the listeners of his orations, resulting in a failed advancement from his outsider status.
By the time the following exchange occurs between Ganya and his father, the
balance of the family hierarchy is already threatened and the general’s role as storyteller
is in its final chapter. After an argument with one of the other characters, the general,
feeling abandoned without the support of his family, storms out of his own house. The
following is an exchange between Ivolgin and Ganya, during which the latter mocks his
father’s attempt to gain recognition from the rest of the family. The argument that ensues
is as follows:
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“Why these heroics? Where can you go?” Ganya shouted from the
window. “You’ve nowhere to go!”
“Come back, father!” cried Varya, “the neighbors will hear.” The general
stopped, turned around, stretched out his hand, and exclaimed:
“My curse on this house!”
“He must take that theatrical tone!” muttered Ganya, closing the window
with a slam. {Idiot, 442)
“Hmo Kypajtcumecb-mo, vyda noudeme-mo!” - scmpmaji r a m us o m a :
- “u udmu-mo ecun uevyda! ”
“Bopomumecb, nanaiua! ” Kpumyjia Bapx. “Cocedu cjibiiuam. renepcui
ocmanoeujicH, odepuyncn, npocmep ceoio pyKy u eocKjiuKuyn:
“flpotammue Moe doMy ceMy! ”
“H

u e n p e M e tm o u a

cm yK O M

3a n u p c m

m e a m p a jib u b iu

okho.

m ou!

”

npodopM om cui

ra m , co

(4:2)

This exchange is an example of the speaker-listener relationship Austin discusses
in his work. Without a response, the speaker is devoid of a listener and because there is
no reciprocation from the opposite and vital other/partner, and because no action is being
performed by any of the speakers, a misfire occurs in all three instances. These utterances
are performative and they misfire because none of them takes affect. Varya essentially
commands Ivolgin to come back, adding a declaratory emphasis with the exclamation
mark, but he ignores her, so the command is not reciprocated, therefore incomplete. Her
performative command is known as what Austin would consider an illocutionary act,
since the speaker’s (Varya’s) remarks have no direct impact on the consequence. The
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general’s “act” of putting a curse on the house is similar in the sense that it too is
illocutionary since the curse will never take affect. In his essay Gesture concerning
gesticulation and its purpose and effect on speech, Adam Kendon addresses the reason
for hand movements—in this case the general throwing his arms up previous to “cursing”
the house—and the importance they hold for the speaker, and not the listener. Kendon
states, “gesture [can] indicate the type of talk a speaker will engage in once a turn is
granted .. .they can also be used on their own so that, by simply using one of these
‘illocutionary marker’ gestures, a person can indicate that it is a plea or a critical question
that is being expressed...” (113). The physical movement of throwing up his hands adds
a theatrical tone to the exchange the general has with his children, perhaps in an effort to
display to them that he is figuratively cursing his house and the people in it. But his
gesture also misfires, because there is no result for the action. Kendon further argues that
“the apparently nonstandardized ‘spontaneous’ gestures that speakers produce while
talking convey little or no information to recipients” and that “some gestures function
primarily for the speaker” (114). This too supports the claim that the general’s actions
have more meaning for him than for others. Ganya’s decision to slam the window,
especially after criticizing his father for being “theatrical” makes his action an
“illocutionary marker” as well. Kendon attributes speaker’s “spontaneous gestures” to
two possible motives: “they are thought to aid verbal formulation, perhaps because they
help the speaker to keep complex concepts in mind while seeking to talk about them or
perhaps because they play a role in lexical retrieval” (114). Especially in the case of a
performer, this argument explains the necessary role gestures play in helping the speaker
create a story. Therefore, the liars, who are in essence performers, use gesture to buy time
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and distract their listeners (who now become viewers as well) while struggling to
maintain momentum in the lie or story.

SHAME
Dostoevsky incorporates a variety of literary techniques into General Ivolgin’s
speech which allow for more accessibility and understanding of his character through
language. The principal outsider’s constant struggle with words, especially during
moments of crisis or uncertainty—and drunkenness—encourage lying and over
embellished stories. Ivolgin does not realize, as the reader does, that his use of language
and tone is incriminating, because of his unfocused delivery. A great deal of Deborah
Martinsen’s argument deals with the idea that “Ivolgin attempts to return to his social
position by talking his way back in” (Martinsen, 62), but his efforts are always
compromised because those attempts are executed in desperation; instead of deferring to
the truth, Ivolgin is compelled to tell stories in order to entertain his audience, and
unknowingly play the role of the fool. Yet his lies are not artful or well-crafted despite
their theatrical presentation, nor are they persuasive, and so he fails as a storyteller. The
general is constantly implicating himself by delivering false promises, ultimately
misfiring, whether it is done intentionally or involuntarily. His spontaneity and lack of
self control prevents him from realizing the larger issues that result from his actions.
Shame is experienced by Nina Alexandrovna who is aware of where her
husband’s lapdog story (omitted from this chapter) is headed, and by Ganya who is
mortified at the idea that his father has ruined any chance of a prospective relationship
with Nastasya. Since Ganya too is a narcissistic character, even secondary in the novel
compared to his father, his shame actually transforms into hatred when he experiences a

45

“There would be no way to learn what truth is if it were not known naturally... when one tries to define these things,
one obscures them and confuses oneself... ” -Rene Descartes. Discourse on Method

momentary lapse in judgment with Nastasya’s unexpected visit. Suddenly, “at that
moment...he [Ganya] forgot the possibility of Ardalion Alexandrovich’s appearance on
the scene and had taken no steps to prevent it” {Idiot, 98) (e smy ccmyio
MUHymy...coeepiueHHO 3a6bui o 603MOJtCHOcmu noxeiieum na cifene Apdcuiuona
AjieKcmdpoema u ne cdejian hukcikuxpacnopRotcenuu) (1:9). Ganya, furious over the
possibility of his father foiling his potential marriage plan, reveals the honest impression
of a member of the general’s family. However, different from the shame felt my Nina
Alexandravna, Ganya’s shame is motivated by selfishness in that he only cares about
money and pride, not the honor or well-being of his family. Though the general’s efforts
are failing, his intentions are purer than his son’s. While his embarrassment of his father
is somewhat understandable, the two share the same motivation for acceptance. Clearly,
Ivolgin is a source of ridicule, damaging the appearance of the entire family, and thus the
family becomes self-conscious, and so does the reader, since the interactions between
them reveal a crisis. Dostoevsky positions the liars to reflect our own feelings of shame,
or what we as a reader experience through their misfires and moments of weakness. As
Zosima states in TBK, we are responsible for others, but the liars are too narcissistic to
recognize the consequences of their words and performances.
Nina Alexandrovna makes numerous attempts to control her husband by
attempting to remove him from the situation with Nastasya Filippovna. Nastasya’s
positive response as the key listener is important to the general who craves an audience.
She is the only character who laughs at the general’s jokes and encourages him to keep
going. Myshkin is also a patient listener, but he makes no effort to encourage Ivolgin’s
storytelling. His excitement while retelling the story, originally published in the

46

“There would be no way to learn what truth is if it were not known naturally... when one tries to define these things,
one obscures them and confuses oneself... ” -Rene Descartes. Discourse on Method

Independence Beige, verifies Montaigne’s conclusion about the tendency for old liars to
find it “a hard thing” to forfeit their audience by putting an end to a story they know is
not true. In the eyes of the general, when his wife repeatedly interferes in his dialogue,
she threatens what is left of her husband’s freedom to vocalize his ideas. Up until this
point it is clear that everyone feels responsible for the general because his misfires have a
direct effect on the entire Ivolgin family, but his desire to reenter society is stronger than
their persistence to silence him. In front of their guests, the general appears with a freshly
dyed moustache, wearing clean linen, and exuding a momentary state of control, dressed
and ready to perform. Martinsen argues that the general’s main motivation for
storytelling/ lying is to gain acceptance, and the only way to convince the audience would
be to appear the part.
Martinsen regards this scene as having a shameful ending, more so for the general
than his family, but they suffer equally as a result of this embarrassing experience.
Martinsen states, “Dostoevsky uses Ivolgin to dramatize a story of shame,” (62) yet the
general is not ashamed until the next day, and even then his shame is somewhat
displaced. Instead of lamenting over his failed performance and the embarrassment it has
caused his family, the general decides to drink to conceal his personal shame. While he
experiences a brief moment of embarrassment at being caught in his own lie, he does not
come to the full realization of his fumble until Myshkin finds Ivolgin reading about the
lapdog story in the Independence Beige, yet Ivolgin pretends not to be embarrassed for
the scene with Nastasya Filippovna the night before. Instead he paints a portrait of
himself as an “indulgent father,” and he confessed that he “[does not] mind being laughed
at, if only I [the general] can get in” (Idiot 117) (H, enponeM, zomoe nepecKonumb nepe3
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ueKomopbie npiuimm, u nycmb dcntce CMewmcn uado mhou, mojibKO 6bi eoumu kciknudydb) (1:12) referring to the society that has long since abandoned the idea of
reaccepting him. However a drunken confession is anything but a genuine one, and true
to form, beyond a few lines of emotion and authenticity, Ivolgin cannot resist telling
stories of his own war time heroism. The confessions, possible lapses of in his ordinarily
narcissistic tendencies, should not be dismissed as false, and the more the general drinks,
the more inclined he is to reveal a truth amongst lies.

LIES AND UNTRUTHS
The purpose of Ivolgin’s character within the novel is to provide an example of a
“common liar” someone who is driven by an emotional reaction to social depravation,
and compensates for his own insignificance by lying. One of the reasons why he is
relatable to readers is because of his failures and stymied efforts provide comic relief, but
only because his failures are so theatrical and in a sense, tragic. The most engaging aspect
of this character is his proneness to error of speech, which we usually see during episodes
in which Ivolgin is trying to impress his listener by fabricating certain details of a past
memory or experience, and which the audience knows is purely improvisational. In his
essay “Something about Lying,” Dostoevsky says that the liar often begins to believe his
own story because he allows himself to get caught up in the sensationalism and
excitement which both parties—the listener and speaker—find alluring. Addressing the
outcome of a liar who is overly engaged in his own lies, Dostoevsky states:
The Russian liar very often lies without ever noticing it himself so that one
may not even be aware he is lying.. .no sooner will a person tell a lie and
pass it off successfully, that he’ll take such a liking to it that he’ll include
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the story among the authentic facts of his personal life; and he acts utterly
in good conscience because he believes it fully himself; indeed, it would
sometimes be unnatural not to believe it. (270-71)
ff 3H.au), nmo pyccKuu Jieyn crmouib da padoM jiotcem coeceM dnn cedn
nenpuMemuo, mau nmo npocmo Mootcno 6biJio coeceM He
npimemumb...Hymb mojibuo conotcem nenoeeu, otcydanno, mo mau
cjiwdumcH, nmo u eunwHaem aneudom e hucjio necoMnennux tpaumoe
ceoeit codcmeemioit chcu3hu; u deucmeyem coeepmenno coeecmnueo,
nomoMy nmo com enonne moMy eepum; da u Heecmecmeenno dbuio 6bi
uHoeda He noeepumb. (“HeuTO o Bpam>e”)

Yet General Ivolgin is not always successful; only certain listeners provide him with the
“mutual gratification” (273), as Dostoevsky discusses in his essay. But when that
gratification is achieved by both parties, the lying becomes acceptable, an “innocent”
habit that diminishes the possibility for recognition of truth.
Truth is something of an ambiguous concept that is grappled with by both the
characters within the novel as well as the reader. In many of Dostoevsky’s novels, the
author challenges the reader to decide, but not without complicating the notion of truth.
In addition, Dostoevsky is an author who constantly positions his characters at the mercy
of the audience. In Confessions, Rousseau incorporates a similar strategy, situating
himself at the mercy of his audience, but not without a constant reminder that he is, at all
times, striving to provide them with a truthful rendition of events in his life. But despite
the certainty with which he approaches his autobiographical work, Rousseau states, “truth
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is dangerous” (534), and this is most certainly the same attitude Dostoevsky has about
truth in all of his works, namely The Idiot.
While Dostoevsky holds a high regard for truth, he does not believe its integrity is
upheld in the form of public confession, and for this very reason, he criticizes Rousseau’s
written professions. In Notes from the Underground, the underground man states that
“every man has within his own reminiscences certain things he doesn’t reveal to
anyone.. .confessions such as the one I plan to set forth here aren’t published and given to
other people to read {Notes, 28) (Ecmb e eocnoMUHcmmx bchkoso nejioeeKa maKue eeipu,
Komopbie oh omKpbieaem ne eceM... Tokwc npmuciHUU, KaKue si ucmepeH uanamb
usjiaeamb, ne nenamaiom u dpyeim numamb ne daiom) (1:11). However, the very fact

that he has written his confessions, and even address his audience (“gentlemen”)
("zocnodaMU") means that his work is just as public as Rousseau’s. He continues to give
his impression on the validity of confession:
Heine maintains that faithful autobiographies are almost impossible, and
that a man is sure to lie about himself. In Heine’s opinion, Rousseau, for
example, undoubtedly told untruths about himself in his confessions and
even lied intentionally, out of vanity. I am convinced that Heine is
correct... [he] was making judgments about a person who confessed to the
public. (28)
reune ymeepotcdaem, nmo eepnue aemoduoepcupuu nonmu Heeo3MOJfCHbi,
u nenoeeK com o6 cede naeepuo Hcuutcem. TIo eso MHenuio, Pycco,
HanpuMep, uenpeMenuo Hcuiecui na cedn e ceoeu ucnoeedu, u daotce
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yMbiuuieHHO hcuizcui, U3 mu^ecjiaeuR. f f yeepeu, umo reuue npae...cydm o
nejioeeKe, ucnoeedoeaeiueMCR neped nydnuKOU. (1:11)
The underground man claims to write only for himself, yet he is publicly addressing an
audience through his manuscript, which is being written with the intention that someone
will read it. In fact, he even admits, prior to delivering his opinion on lying in
autobiography, that he has been lying for years, because there was nothing else to invent
(69) from underground. The purpose of his confession is to “try an experiment... to be
absolutely honest even with one’s own self and not to fear the whole truth” (Notes, 28)
(menepb r UMenno xony ucnumamb: moj/cho jiu xomb c comilm codou coeepmenuo dumb
omKpoeeHHbiM u ne nodoRmbCR eceu npaedbi?) (1:12), yet he fails by incriminating

himself by adhering to the very faults of autobiography he initially criticizes, specifically
in reference to writing about one’s own truths without fearing the risk of elaborating and
lying.
The truth and autobiography, or even publicly spoken confessions, are
problematic in these novels, and The Idiot is no exception. This is why, in Ivolgin’s case,
he cannot be trusted as a speaker, to deliver his own confessions. While in public, he
resorts to performance, and is unable to deliver a message of value, therefore Kolya,
arguably the “purest” and more virtuous son speaks for his father, which can also be
problematic. In the first half of the novel, in defense of his father’s “misunderstood”
intentions, Kolya Ivolgin makes a poignant statement about the status of truth within
Russia, which corresponds with Rousseau’s ideas regarding the danger of truth, and like
the underground man, Ivolgin is separated from society, inventing stories as a way of
connecting to the outside world. Kolya says:
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Honest people are terribly scarce here, so that there’s really nobody one
can respect. One can’t help looking down on people, and they all insist on
respect.. .just look at my general; what has he come to? And yet you
know, it seems to me that my general is an honest man. By god, I really
think so! It’s nothing but disorder and wine; by God it is so. I feel sorry
for him, in fact, only I am afraid to say so, because everyone laughs. But
by God, I feel sorry for him” {Idiot, 123).
3decb yotcacHO mcuio necmubix juodeu, maK daotce hckozo coeceM
yeaotcamb. EtoHeeone cebicoKa cMompuuib, a ohu ece mpedywm
yeaotcemin; Bapn nepean. H 3aMemwiu ebi, KHR3b, e nam eeK ece
aeanmiopucmbi... IIocMompume naMoeeo ¿enepajia. Hy nmo U3 neeo
ebiuuio? A enponeM, suaeme nmo, Mne KCiJtcemcH, nmo mou seuepcui
necmiibiu nenoeeK; eu 6ozy, maK! 3mo mojibKo ece OecnopndoK, da eimo.
Eu 6 oey,

maK! ffajtce

chcojiko; r mojibKo dotocb eoeopumb, nomoMy nmo

ece CMewmcn; a eu 6oey, oiccuiko. (1:12)

Kolya’s speech serves as a critique on the society within the novel that praises
“money-grubbers” {Idiot, 123), while denouncing honesty and virtue. In recognizing the
scarcity of “honest people” Kolya delivers a similar analysis to Dostoevsky in his essay
“Something on Lying.” And although he is regarded as a secondary character in the
novel, Kolya is the only one who trusts in the goodness of his father, despite the
reputation he has established for himself amongst the dishonest masses who “insist on
respect.” The use of anaphora in Kolya’s statement “By God”, and “it is so!” has a very
different rhetorical effect than if it had been part of the general’s dialogue. Kolya is not a
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storyteller; in fact, this is one of the few public statements he makes about his father.
Since he is not prone to volunteering public confessions, his speech to Myshkin is meant
to represent one of the few truthful professions in the novel. The presence of repetition
used in his speech is meant to display honest emotions and the despair he feels for his
father, who he claims is an honest man. However, Morson’s essay “Paradoxical
Dostoevsky,” which was mentioned earlier in this chapter, questions how much the
reader actually knows considering the lapses in space and time; we only know what we
experience on the page in the present. Rousseau speaks of virtue, reason, and justice as
necessary elements that must be practiced together to uphold the “real” and “good”
notion of what truth is, yet there is little virtue in contriving what is designated in the
unknown.
In his essay on liars, Montaigne discusses the fundamental difference between an
untruth and a lie. The author states the phrase “that he who has not a good memory
should never take upon him the trade of lying” (32), which addresses the dilemma the
general is faced with, or is seemingly unconscious of. There is no evidence to prove that
he consciously seeks out to lie, but he is also unaware of the failings of his memory.
Retelling old stories of war-time (for example, the story of the soldier in Kars who rose
from the dead) serve as his way for him to portray himself as a hero, however the fact
that most of his stories are purely fiction, suggests that he is not actually able to
remember the war at all. If he cannot recall having essentially stolen a large sum of
money from Marfa Borissovna, or the real origin of the lapdog story, then perhaps he is
unable to remember his days as a soldier as well.
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Any attempts at communication, regardless of the degree of honesty associated
with his speeches are dismissed and forgotten. The problem with these misunderstanding
deals with what Montaigne says differentiates a lie from an untruth: “to tell an untruth is
to tell a thing that is false, but that we ourselves believe is true; and that the definition of
the word to lie in Latin.. .is to tell a thing which we know in our conscience to be untrue”
(Montaigne, 32). So which of these two categories does the general fall under? To say
that the lapdog story is a premeditated lie is not entirely accurate, especially since the
general is not seen reading a copy of the Independence Beige by Myshkin until the
following day. It is more likely that the general had in fact read the story, but by retelling
it as his own experience, it becomes a lie. As Montaigne says is often the case with old
liars, they have trouble differentiating between their truth and someone else’s. And while
the general is most certainly guilty of telling lies, for example his supposed knowledge of
Myshkin’s father, there is not enough evidence to support either claim to be a certainty.

CONCLUSION
Austin’s performative revolves around misfired utterances, and how they
ultimately contribute to the breakdown of speech communication. These utterances are
responsible for interrupting the speaker-listener relationship in that they are executed
without any consideration for the action or consequence that is required to follow the
utterance. In that same vein, a number of literary devices contribute to both the
performative aspect of language, and verbal misfires. Hesitation, shifts in logic, and
repetition are a few devices incorporated in the general’s speeches. The author purposely
constructs the general’s language in such a way that the audience is made aware of why
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he fails as a storyteller, and why he is one the novel’s only characters designated as the
inciter of scandal.
The more of a nuisance the general becomes the less frequent and
dramatic his appearances are within the novel. After the general’s outburst in public (in
the street, after he puts a curse on his house), he is again taken out of the public eye;
during the later alleged arguments, the audience is not present. This ambiguity associated
with these ideas of truth and lie is problematic due to the complexities surrounding the
characterization of the liar himself.
Towards the end of the novel, the narrator shares his opinions as to why there is
no definable answer to the general’s motivations for storytelling. He says:
Don’t let us forget that the cause of human actions are usually
immeasurably more complex and varied that our subsequent explanations
of them. And these can rarely be distinctly defined. The best course for a
story-teller at times is to confine himself to a simple narrative of
events. {Idiot, 443-44)
He 3 a6 ydeM, nmo npununu deucmeuu HenoeenecKiix oduKHoeeuno
decHucjieHHO cjiojtcnee u pa3uoo6pa3Hee,

hcm

m u

ux

ecesda nomoM

odbHCHneM, u pedKO onpedeneHHO onepHueaiomcH. Bceao Jiyniue unozda
paccKa3HUKy oapauunueambcn npocmuM u3JioDtceuueM codumuu. (4:3)
And he concludes by referring to the general as a “person of secondary importance in our
story” {Idiot, 444) (emopocmeneunoMy Jiuify nameao paccKa3 a) (4:3). The “simple
narrative of events” represents the truth which is essentially the foundation for any
storyteller. Does this mean there is some truth to the general’s stories? Quite possibly yes,
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but with so many elements working to refute his authority as a storyteller, it is difficult to
say for sure. General Ivolgin is described, even at the end of the novel, as having been an
“impulsive character” {Idiot, 442) ("nopbienambiu") (4:3). And like The Brothers
Karamazov’s Fyodor Pavlovich, Ivolgin attempts to gaining leverage—and an
audience—with theatrical outbursts and long, drawn out speeches and feelings of
disenfranchisement and failure. While Ivolgin appears as a much milder version of the
malicious character of Fyodor Pavlovich, it is impossible to ignore the similarities
between both elders, especially with their constant desire for exhibitionism.
There is always an element of extremism associated with Dostoevsky’s elder liars,
and all attempts to reenter society are foiled by their hastily executed verbal
performances, which results from a lack of self control. The society that General Ivolgin
once belonged to does not exist anymore; the “old soldier of misfortune” {Idiot 99)
(cmapuu, Hecnacmubiu condam) (1:9) often finds himself surrounded by a young crowd
of uninterested listeners, and the ones who are somewhat intrigued by his stories know
far to much of his reputation to humor him by reciprocating. Like Stepan Verkhovensky
of Demons, the general lives in the past and with the nostalgia of when his status as
general actually meant something. However, in his efforts to communicate with those
around him, he is met with skepticism and is seen less as an honorable elder, and more as
a member of a seemingly outdated and uninteresting history. Storytelling is the only way
he knows how to communicate, but his verbal misfires are not responded to favorably by
a society that claims to hold the highest esteem for truth. But with this novel, as with
TBK, Dostoevsky does not favor the members of high society, but rather the fallen and
lower class of which Bakhtin finds to be the most “real” aspects of the “camivalized
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novel.” The realistic portrayal is almost truthful enough to override the untruths spoken
by the characters, thus making them more admirable and relatable.
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Chapter 3
Pyotr Verkhovensky: The Exception
From his quick and powerful entrance into the novel, and subsequently into every
scandal scene that he provokes, Demons ’ (Eecu) Pyotr Verkhovensky is considered to be
a skilled performer because of his prepared speeches and meticulous attention to details.
Similar to Fyodor Karamazov, he is a character who lies in order to promote scandal, a
technique that allows him to command a high level of authority through the art of speech.
However, while Karamazov’s theatrics revolve around impulsive lying, Pyotr extends his
rhetorical talents to artfully manipulating the truth. Karamazov, moreover, is a pariah
figure, while Pyotr, despite being an outsider, is able to maneuver his way into society by
constructing a persona that appeals to everyone’s interests. To Varvara Peterovna
Stavrogin, he is a friend and confidant who has her son Nikolai’s best interest in mind;
the governor’s wife, Yulia Mikhailovna sees him as a “representative” of the younger
generation that she wishes to connect with; the male characters—Pyotr’s fivesome—
value his straightforward intellectualism and motivation to revolutionize Russia. But
while he attains an admirable status among the novel’s socialites, the reader is shown
more sinister elements of his character, including his desire to weaken society’s political
structure.
The foundation for the novel as well as Pyotr Verkhovensky’s menacing character
is based on the real-life murder of a young student Ivan Ivanovich Ivanov at the Petrine
Agricultural Academy in Moscow. The murderer, Russian revolutionary Sergei G.
Nechayev, led his group of student followers to commit the crime. This story, “which
inspired Dostoevsky to write a novel-pamphlet” (Mochulsky, 406), and subsequently, the
novel Demons, helped to produce “the image of Pyotr Stepanovich Verkhovensky
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[which] is directly related to the personality of the revolutionary S.G. Nechayev, the
founder of the society “The People’s Retribution” (Mochulsky, 417). In Dostoevsky: His
Life and Work Konstantin Mochulsky explains how the novelist uses this combined
character of Nechayev-Verkhovensky to convey the political situation in Russia by
writing about what he believed to be a “contemporary theme” (407) involving the state of
Russia’s political and religious turmoil, which subsequently established Dostoevsky as a
prophetic novelist, since this novel is considered by him to be “the accomplished fact”
(409) or social outcome of the murder of Ivanov. Although his knowledge of the facts
surrounding the details of Ivanov’s murder were based on what he read in the
newspapers, Dostoevsky wrote that his “fantasy can in the highest degree differ from the
reality that took place, and my Pyotr Verkhovensky may in no way resemble Nechayev,
but it seems to me that in my astonished mind imagination has created that character, that
type, which corresponds to this crime” (quoted in Mochulsky, 409). Originally the central
“hero” of the novel, Dostoevsky decided to rewrite the manuscript with the fictionalized
character of Nikolai Stavrogin, who serves as Verkhovensky’s double, as its “enigmatic
hero” (422). Mochulsky explains the character of “Pyotr Verkhovensky fulfills with
literal exactness all Nechayev’s rules in the novel...[his] ‘five’ was founded on
complicity in crime, espionage, slander and despotism. In the same way, Pyotr
Verkhovensky organizes his five” (421). In the novel, Verkhovensky acts as the devilish
instigator of scandal, who derives pleasure through calculated and contrived
performances that produce the same destruction in the world of the novel that the real
Nechayev was aiming to establish in Russia.
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Mochulsky acknowledges that the character of “Pyotr Verkhovensky was
conceived by the author as the philosopher of anarchism” and in constructing the
character, the author consciously chose to “conceal and disclose him only gradually, by
strong artistic features (for example by the difference between his intellect and craftiness
and through ignorance of reality)” (422). Pyotr’s intellect is demonstrated in his first
scene in the novel, but the full extent of his craftiness is only revealed during a private
meeting with Stavrogin, later in the novel. The first-person narrator describes his first
impression of Pyotr after he makes a very unexpected but impressionable entrance at
Varvara Petrovna’s house. He was “dressed in clean and even fashionable clothes... a bit
hunched and slack at first sight, and yet not hunched at all, even easygoing.. .everyone
later found his manners quite decent and his conversations always to the point.. .no one
would call him bad-looking, but no one likes his face” {Demons, 179) (Odembiu nucmo u
daotce no Mode,
MeuiKoeambiu,

ho He ipeeonbCKu; kcik 6ydmo

c nepeoeo 632jwda cymynoeambiu u

ho odnaKO cue coeceM He cymynoeambiu

u daotce pa 3 en3 Hbiu. Kan 6ydmo

KaKOu-mo nydaK, u oduano otce ece y uac naxodunu nomoM eso Mauepbi eecbMa
npunuHHbiMu, a pa3soeop ecezda udyupm
codou,

ho nui\o

k deny.

Huvimo He CKCutcem, nmo oh dypeit

eeo nurnuy ne npaeumcn) (1:5:4). What is immediately noticed by the

narrator is Verkhovensky’s style of dress; he is clean, stylish and though not particularly
attractive, he is able to make an impression that is far better than the ones made by
Ivolgin and Karamazov, who appear disheveled, dressed in dirty old linen, and smelling
of alcohol. But Verkhovensky’s appearance is already deceitful, since the narrator cannot
tell if he is hunched, or not at all. The paradox in this description leads the reader to
question whether the narrator is untrustworthy, or if Pyotr is cunning enough to appear to
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be both. This difficulty in the narrator’s ability to categorize him is what enables
Verkhovensky to play two different characters. In front of people who know him—like
Stavrogin and his father, Stepan—Pyotr reveals his true nature, but is careful to display
his false naivety and fabricated “ignorance of reality” while in public.
The narrator continues to describes Pyotr, who, as soon as he enters the room,
walks over to Varvara Petrovna and begins a conversation with her regarding her son,
Nikolai Stavrogin: “‘And imagine, Varvara Petrovna,’ the beads spilled out of him, ‘I
came in thinking to find he’d already been here for a quarter of an hour. ..’” (180)
(..Ilpedcmaebme Jtce, Bapeapa nempoena, - cbincui oh

kok

ducepoM, - h exootcy u dyMaio

3acmamb ezo 3decb yotce c nemeepmb naca) (1:5:4). Varvara is stunned to find Pyotr, a
man she has never met standing before her speaking so casually about her personal
matters, yet his confidence is reassuring. The absence of hesitation, or even modesty, acts
to Pyotr’s advantage as a speaker, because the initial effect he has on his audience sets
the tone for his future receptions in the novel. Moreover, the “beads” as the narrator so
often refers to Pyotr’s uninterrupted manner of speech, is a way to categorize his
overzealous dialogue. As a people pleaser, his purpose is to appear as though he is
tailoring compliments to their liking. This sense of entitlement is what supports the
narrator’s observation that Pyotr is confident and self-aware. Pyotr’s attention grabbing
strategy of walking in already in conversation provides control for him as a speaker, since
he begins and ends every performance on his own terms, and on top of which, everyone
is usually too surprised by his curious entrances to interrupt. Because the performances
begin and end with Pyotr speaking, his precise and preplanned orations remain controlled
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and consistent. Despite the “flashiness” of his entrances, he conveys his reliability as a
speaker by pretending to be genuinely concerned with everyone’s private problems.
In his essay “Something about Lying”, Dostoevsky asserts, “one can state
positively that every windbag with relatively decent manners. ..can gain the upper hand
and convince his listeners of whatever he pleases, earning their gratitude and departing
with deep respect for himself’ (“Lying,” 275-76) (IJoiiootcumejibHO mochcho CKcnamb,
nmo 6CHKUU soeopyu c necKOJibKO nopndoHHbiMH MaHepaMU...MOJtcem odepjtcamb eepx u
yeepumb cjiyuiamejieu ceoux 6 neM ysodno, nojiynumb OnasodapHocmb u yitmu, znydoico
yeajtccw ce6n) (“HeuTO o BpaHte”). As both a critic and an author, Dostoevsky respects

the liar for his art, but reprimands the listener for playing the fool and blindly entertaining
someone who, like Pyotr, has “relatively decent manners”. What works to Pyotr’s
advantage is his pride in his own performances, and when he sabotages someone by
spinning the truth (as he does with Shatov when he blames him for writing tracts) in his
favor, Pyotr foresees the consequences that his lies will bring about. The fact that he can
lie without hesitation is a unique characteristic that only his character embodies in this
novel.
By controlling every situation through language, Pyotr maintains the status as
primary speaker and so, the action of the novel is furthered by his attempts to reconstruct
the truth. As a character who is motivated by greed, and egotism, Verkhovensky is able to
influence his audience through language and performance by inciting scandal through
verbal manipulation, which is often achieves through the performance. In his essay on
the performative Jonathan D. Culler writes: “a literary work performatively brings into
being what it purports to describe.. .[and] creates character and situation”
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(“Concepts,” 144). By implementing the performative in Pyotr’s speech, Dostoevsky
constructs a character who, through a well-timed and misleading use of intention of
language, becomes responsible for scandal. By constantly saying things that are not
truthful, which in turn creates conflict by his use of language, Pyotr is successful in
bringing into being uncertainty, confusion, and chaos into the world of the novel.
The narrator makes a point to mention, twice, that Pyotr made a very rapid
transition into society’s highest inner circle, and how enthusiastically everyone received
his words and ideas, almost as though his skillful use of language induced a form of
hypnosis over his listeners. The narrator describes his observation and impression of
Pyotr’s speech:
He speaks rapidly, hurriedly, but at the same time self-confidently, and is
never at a loss for words. His thoughts are calm, despite his hurried look,
distinct and final—and that is especially noticeable. His enunciation is
remarkably clear; his words spill out like big, uniform grains, always
choice and always ready to be at your service. You like it at first, but later
it will become repulsive, and precisely because of this all too clear
enunciation, this string of ever ready words. {Demons, 180)
roeopum oh CKopo, mopowiueo, ho e mo otce epeMH caMoyeepeimo, u ne
Jie3em 3a cjiogom e KapMan. Eeo mhicjiu cuokoiihu, necMompn na
moponnuebiu eud, omnenuiuebi u OKomamejibHbi, - u smo ocodenno
eudaemcx. Bbieoeop y neso ydueumejibno Keen; cjioea eeo cbinmomcn,
kok poeHbie,

KpynHbie 3epHyiuKu, eceeda nododpaHHbie u eceeda eomoeue

k eauiuM ycjiyeaM.

Cuancma 3mo bom u npaeumcH,

ho

omoM cmanem
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npomueuo, u mteuno om omoeo cmoukom yotce

rchozo

eueoeopa, om

moeo ducepa eenno eomoeux Jioe. (Eecti, 1:5:4)
Everything about the narrator’s observation of Pyotr’s speech indicates that through
language, he is capable of achieving a certain artful and distinct impression that both
Ivolgin and Karamazov fail to accomplish. In his essay “Of Liars” Montaigne states “to
tell an untruth is to tell a thing that is false, but that we ourselves believe to be true; and
that the definition of the word to lie... is to tell a thing which we know in our conscience
to be untrue” (32). Unlike Ivolgin, who is more of a teller of untruths, Verkhovensky,
who is well aware of the fact that his stories are untrue, belongs to the category of
conscious liar. While the “old liars” are more inclined to deliver theatrical and
exaggerated performances, Verkhovensky’s are more refined, coordinated and
purposeful. What sets the old liars apart from Pyotr is that they approached their audience
with uncertainty, hesitation, and unrehearsed speeches. The fact that his thoughts are
“calm...distinct and final” suggests that he anticipates no opposition from the audience.
In the final sentence of the passage, the narrator foreshadows the possibility that Pyotr is
not who he seems to be at first, or that his “ever ready” words are all part of a
performance that will later reveal his ulterior motives that will not become apparent until
later on in the novel. This is an important inconsistency in Pyotr’s first impression; the
narrator appears to be aware of his oratory talents and knows not to put too much faith in
what he says. One of the reasons why Pyotr succeeds in his lying is because he does not
carry the burden of a ruined reputation like his predecessors. Pyotr is confident in
himself, and in the lies he produces is enough to assure the lasting confidence of his
audience.
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CONFESSIONS
Though at times he appears to lack self-control as words “spill out of him” when
his stories gain momentum, his rhetorical technique does not suffer, but rather adds a
genuine quality to his public “confessions.” Therefore, his audience does not doubt what
he says, because they have no rhetorical reason to doubt him. However, as discussed in
Chapter 2, Dostoevsky viewed the idea of public confession—and generally any spoken
or written confession—as unreliable and inherently untruthful. The fact that Pyotr
successfully fuses and simultaneously distorts both of these ideas of confession and lie,
differentiates him from the elder liars who are only preoccupied with entertaining their
audiences and lie unsuccessfully. Above all, Pyotr Verkhovensky’s art of speech-making
is in his knowledge of certain details, which, as a performer and speaker, provides him
with a level of security and acceptance.
Pyotr, having a strained relationship with his father, has no qualms about
exposing a secret of Stepan’s that will create an uncomfortable situation between him
(Stepan) and Varvara Petrovna. In reading aloud the contents of a letter that his father
sent regarding personal details of a potential marriage to a young woman, Pyotr takes
ownership for Stepan’s personal written confession. Although Pyotr is well aware of the
consequences and public uproar that will ensue after exposing the letter, he pretends to
have naively misunderstood the meaning and potential repercussions of the letter’s
contents. After embarrassing his father, Pyotr, as if unaware of what he has just said, adds
“Forgive me for my foolish confession...I babble too much” (200) (Tbi Menu npocmu...3 a
Moe ejiynoe npusnanue... n cjiuuikom 6ojinuiue) (1:5:7). Pyotr takes away the rights to his
father’s confession—“my confession”—by speaking for him, which results in an
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inaccurate translation of the contents of the letter. Varvara believes Pyotr when he plays
the role of the fool here, because as Dostoevsky states in his essay, “people are too easily
satisfied, and sometimes in the most unexpected manner; they believe everything; they
are very poorly prepared and equipped” (Lying, 275) (3aMeuamejibHO mo, nmo, npu eceu
omou Hpe36bmauno Jiiodonbimnou u daneKO HCiMeKCiK)U{eu Jtcaotcde odufecmeenubix
coeemHUKoe u pyKoeodumeneu, npu eceM omoM dnazopoduoM cmpeMJieuuu,
ydoenemeopRiomcH cruuikom nezvto, cclmum uuozda ueojtcudauubiM o6pa30M, eepnm
eceMy, nodzomoenenu u eoopyotceHbi eecbMa aiado) (“hchto o BpaHbe”). Having already

established himself as a reputable speaker in front of Varavara, Pyotr knows she will
believe his naive performance. Not once does she question the motives of Pyotr’s
decision to expose his father’s secrets, and her emotions of discontent with Stepan (who
is a habitual liar and excessive storyteller—very similar to General Ivolgin) govern her
reaction as she puts all her faith in Pyotr’s rendition of the story behind the letter. Varvara
is “too easily satisfied” with the details provided by Pyotr, and his success is based solely
on her enthusiasm to except his every word. As Bakhtin argues in Problems of
Dostoevsky’s Poetics, the fool is the essential variable in a scandal scene, and so Pyotr
adopts this role, knowing that by acting plainly, he will circumvent any criticism from
Varvara for exposing his father’s secrets and thus creating a scandal. After Pyotr’s
“confessions,” a “hubbub ensued; suddenly an incident broke out which no one could
have expected” (202) (IJodHRjicR myM; ho mym pa3pa3wiocb edpyz maKoe npuKjvoHenue,
Komopozo yotc hukmo ne moz ootcudamb) (1:5:7) except, of course, Pyotr, who purposely

instigated the scandalous situation in order to further his own agenda.
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VERKHOVENSKY’S MISFIRES
While Pyotr’s craftiness is evident in his interactions with most of the characters
in the novel, Nikolai Stavrogin is the one exception; not only does he dismiss Pyotr’s
theatrics by being non-responsive, but his disinterest in Pyotr’s “confessions” create
instability in the liar’s otherwise controlled performances. As the only character who
knows the details of Pyotr’s past, Stavrogin is immune to the cunning nature of his
character, as well as his ability to appeal to his audiences through speech. The first
interaction between Pyotr and his double is a mysterious one, and it reveals tension,
which is apparent by their distinct and telling uses of intonation, gesture, and strained
verbal exchange.
Arguably, the most interesting and revealing interaction in the novel happens
during Verkhovensky’s unsuccessful overperformance in Stavrogin’s study. By
repeatedly misfiring in front of Stavrogin, who is referred to as Pyotr’s “master”
CDemons, 219), Verkhovensky’s motives are exposed to the reader. As discussed in
previous chapters, a misfire, as a type of performative utterance in Austin’s sense, results
from the unsuccessful completion of an action that is anticipated by (the use of) a certain
utterance. In addition, Culler clarifies Austin’s concept by stating, performative
utterances do not describe but perform—successfully or unsuccessfully—the action they
designate (142). The chapter entitled “Night” which takes place at Stavrogin’s, reveals
that the liar fears losing his master’s” camaraderie as well as his potential involvement
in the fivesome. In a rhetorical sense, though, Pyotr loses his footing when he realizes
that his promises have no effect on the listener. In an effort to appeal to Stavorgin, Pytor
says, I ve come so as always to be frank from now on.. .1 was cunning a lot of the time”
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(Demons, 220) (H npuuien, nmodbi óbirrib c omux nop ecezda ornKpoeennuM...H xumpiui
mhoso pa3)

(2:1:3), and further claims that the incident involving the exposé of his

father’s “sins” at Varvara Petrovna’s was also true. His promise to be “frank” misfires, as
every attempted “confession” that follows, fails. This confession is similar to the one
Pyotr gives to Varvara, in which he gives his word to be honest, and yet admits that his
words “always come out wrong” (221). Stavrogin does not believe in his guest’s
promises, and while Pytor promises to be truthful, there are inconsistencies in the truths
he divulges to his listener. Stavrogin’s response to Pyotr’s ramblings indicates that he is
the only person who seems to know the difference between the public and private Pyotr,
as well as his motivations for lying.
In his “confession” Pyotr says, “When I set out to come here...to this town, ten
days ago, I decided, of course, to adopt a role” (Demons, 220) (OmnpaejuiHCb cioda, moecmb eooóiife cioda, e otnom eopod, decnmb dneu ua3ad, h kohchho peuauicR 63Hmb
pojib) (2:1:3). He goes on to say that the fool was not a character he would have been able
to play well, since it is an “extreme thing” (220). Pyotr’s “truthful” explanation of the
role he has chosen to adopt is both puzzling and contradictory, especially with regards to
his explanation of which role he has decided to play. He promises to act as his “own
person” as he finds it to be the more accurate “golden mean” between the fool and his
“rather giftless” self (220); however, while his claim of adopting “a role” as conscious
decision is certain, the contradiction in Pyotr’s confession lies rather in the “un-choice”
words he uses when referring of himself as a “giftless” or untalented speaker. Since he
ardently performs with the utmost care in front of his public audiences, his confession is
ironic; his intention is to convince Stavrogin that he is a talentless speaker, despite having
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faired well with his public audiences, is misleading, and indicative of yet another of his
performances. In addition, in juxtaposing these two ideas of playing the fool while at the
same time being inherently giftless, he reveals how deceiving his character really is.
Since the fool has so far been considered by his audiences as verbally ineffective, Pyotr
attempts to devalue his skills in front of Stavrogin as part of his performance. Pyotr has
no intention of playing the fool’s role for its own sake, and his decision to employ such a
role in controlled public circumstances has a pragmatic purpose rather than a haphazard
one. In Fyodor Karamazov’s case, he is a liar who is eager and willing to play the fool to
its most extreme vantage. Like Pyor, Karamazov’s fool is purposeful and his profane
speech and satirical behavior achieves a certain advantage for him as speaker, since he is
able to promote scandal. But while Karamazov views any attention—even the negative—
as good attention, he sacrifices himself for his performance. Although Karamazov does
not directly refer to himself as giftless, his speeches reveal numerous misfires, which in
turn dispels the trust of the listener. Although Pyotr has more of a utilitarian view of the
fool’s role, and is less theatrical in public, he reverts to a more “Karamazovian” rendition
of the fool while in Stavrogin’s company.
While Stavrogin knows that Pyotr’s speeches have a tenancy to promote
scandal, Pyotr pretends that he does not “know how to speak. Those who know how to
speak well, speak briefly” (221) TIomoMy nmo eoeopumb He yjueio. Te, Komopbie yMeiom
xopomo aoeopumb, me Kopomico eoeopam) (2:1:3). However, Pyotr is aware of the effect

his long speeches have on an audience, and therefore continues to speak, at length, to
Stavrogin of his “inadequacies.” And though Pyotr claims to have an inability to speak
clearly: “I always speak a lot, I mean, a lot of words, and I rush, and it always comes out
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wrong” (220-21) (r eceeda Boeopto mhobo, mo-ecmb mhobo cjiob, u moporunocb, u y MeuR
eceBda ue euxodum) (2:1:3), this is the only scene in which he displays an inconsistency

in his otherwise precise speaking ability. He then questions aloud whether or not this
tendency of talking too much is his giftlessness or a gift, yet his attempt to “annoy his
host with the insolence of his crude naiveties” (220) (jtcejianue Bocnw pa3dpcotcumb
xo3Ru.ua uaxcuibHOcmuK) ceoux 3apauee HaBomoejieuubix u c uaMepeuueM Bpydbix
uauGHOcmeu) (2:1:3) is unsuccessful, because he is not able to extract any kind of

response from Stavrogin. This false insecurity of Pyotr’s is revealed at Varvara
Petrovna’s when he apologizes for not being able to speak well in public, yet she praises
him, which is the positive response and verification he needs in order to continue. This
“craftiness” as Mochulsky puts it, is all part of Pyotr’s fool/na'ive role playing, but it
seemingly has no effect on Stavrogin.
Pyotr’s behavior in this particular chapter is very different than in the rest of the
novel, in that he is said to have “rattled on” (221 -22) incessantly in order to achieve a
reaction from Stavrogin by agitating him. The narrator uses “rattled” (3ampeufari) in
order to convey the rapidity with which he spoke. This is distinct from the nonsensical
“babble” (3ajienemcui) (2:1:3) Pyotr admits to have produced for his listeners earlier. This
shift in power, from the speaker to the listener, forces Pyotr to speak irritably and
therefore his sentences are uncharacteristically unstructured and his inner thoughts are
overexposed. The one reaction Pyotr is not accustomed to as a performer is silence. He
uses confession and imperative statements to convince Stavrogin that he is inclined to be
a more honest person. Twice, when Stavrogin’s reaction to Pyotr’s “confessions”
concerning his admired public image is emotionless and silent, Pyotr frantically asks,
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“Eh? What? Did I hear you say ‘Who cares?’ Pyotr Stepanovich rattled on (Nikolai
Vsevolodovich has not said anything at all)” (A? JAmo? Bbi, KCOtcemcR, CKa3cuiu: "ece
paeno"? - 3ampeufaji Tlemp CmenanoeuH (HuKOJiaii Bceeonodoeun eoece huheso ne
soeopwi) (2:1:3), and the second time, almost verbatim he repeats the same questions, but

adds, “I see, I see, it seems I’ve blundered again” (221) (Buotcy, euotcy, nmo h ommb,
KCOtcemcK, CMopo3un). The uses of aporetical questions are misleading, as they represent

not genuine doubt but a rhetorical technique used to further conversation. Repetition,
which happens quite often during their meeting, is also an indicator (as seen with the
previous liars) that the liar is unsure of the direction his lie is going. By hesitating, he
desperately asks questions, and then answers them in order to retain control as the sole
speaker. Pyotr also resorts to asking questions in order to change the subject. It is clear
here, in his interaction with Stavrogin, that Pyotr’s speech is not as fluid and concise
when he must perform impromptu. He repeatedly fails as a speaker, because his misfires,
which prevent him from establishing trust with Stavrogin, are overused. By speaking of
the truth, he draws attention to his habit of lying, making it a double misfire.
Pyotr’s utterances can be considered perlocutionary performatives, which means
they have a direct impact in determining the sequence of events in the novel. As a
strategist, he develops different lies to suit his various public personas. By fusing lies
with truth into every aspect of his speeches, confessions, declarations and promises, he
creates his own chaotic reality, and turns the world of the novel upside down. His first
encounter with Varvara results in her mistrust in Stepan Verkhovensky and the ultimate
dissolution of their friendship. When Pyotr wants Kirillov (one of the men not involved
in Pyotr’s fivesome) to commit suicide so that he will take the blame for Pyotr’s
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involvement in writing the tracts, Pyotr manipulates him into believing that his suicide is
for a greater cause. When Kirillov begins to have doubts about his forced suicide,
Verkhovensky says, “I won’t leave before I’ve blown your brains out with this revolver,
like that scoundrel Shatov’s, if you turn coward and put off your intention, devil take
you {"(Demons, 613) (H neyudy, ne pacKpoue eaM nepena U3 3inoco peeonbeepa,

k c ik

nodjieijy Ulamoey, ecjiu 6bi ccmu cmpycume u HOMepenue orwiootcume, nopm eac depu!)
(3:6:2). Not only did Pyotr not kill Shatov—he directed the men in his fivesome to fulfill
the task—but he has no intention of killing Kirillov either. Pyotr fears the risk involved if
he cannot convince Kirillov to take the blame for Shatov’s murder, and in the scene that
follows, Verkhovensky does eventually talk Kirillov into shooting himself, but he makes
no effort to threaten him seriously. His words are powerful enough that he is able to
orchestrate not one, but two murders without physically taking action, despite his
intention for these killings to succeed. Verkhovensky’s increase in power disrupts the
established hierarchy and creates the “carnival” that Bakhtin believes to be a
phenomenon that appears in Dostoevsky’s literature. The importance of the unsuccessful
confession in Stavrogin’s study is to expose the discursive breakdown of an otherwise
successful conspirator.
Realizing that his misfires have failed with Stavrogin, Pyotr reverts back to
performing by sharing his feelings on his rising admiration with the other characters in
the novel. Pyotr says, “... release me!’ he was gesticulating frantically, with a jocular and
agreeable air. ‘If you knew the babble I’ve had to produce for them. But, then, you know”
{Demons, 219) (Pa3pemume wc naKoneij, pa3pemume Menu! - ueucmoeo
3ajtcecmuKyjiupoeaji oh c myrmueuM u npunmubm eudoM. - Ecjiu 6 ebi 3Hcuiu, nmo h
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dojiotcen 6bin hm nadojimamb. A enponeM eu 3naeme. - Oh 3acMefuicx) (2:1:3). His
inability to remain serious negates the possibility of truth in his plea. Pyotr also
inadvertently admits that his so-called confessions up until this point have been
fabricated, since he now refers to his publicly spoken “truths” as “babble.” His complaint
about not wanting to perform is also untrue; Pyotr is a prepared speaker who enjoys the
act of performing, and is even doing so with his excited hand gestures in front of
Stavrogin. His public speeches are usually enthusiastic and spoken passionately, however
it is also difficult to tell whether Pyotr is in control of his shifts in tone. With regards to
changes in intonation, Adam Kenton states “excitement is found in emotional speech in
general; but that too has extensions in the form of higher pitch for greater cordiality and
lower pitch for greater politeness, for showing that we are in control of our feelings”
(161). It would seem Verkhovensky is also able manipulate his tone, especially in
situations where he appears to be out in control, when in fact he is not. Manipulation of
intonation is something that contributes to his performance making it all the more
affective to the listener. Pyotr expresses his intolerance of having to perform for
everyone, yet this impression is fleeting because of the “delight” he feels at “his master’s
irritability” over the rumors and problems he has started for Stavrogin (160). In ruining
his reputation, Pyotr will again elevate himself even more in the ranks of society.

GESTURES
Scandals are achieved through Pyotr’s constant wordplay and excessive
involvement in the lives of everyone in the novel. Through performance he is able to
create situations that escalate into scandal, which in turn alters the direction of the novel’s
action. One of the methods he uses to engage his audience and the reader is with his use
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of gesture and intonation, according to Adam Kendon, author of Gesture, gestures
“provide meanings beyond those expressed linguistically” (111). When Pyotr uses body
language to convey a certain attitude or impression, it is yet another performance
technique to gain attention and control, even in instances when he is not speaking.
As discussed earlier, Pyotr is at a temporary loss of control when he is in the
company of Stavrogin. When he is impatient or annoyed at his own verbal failings, Pyotr
throws up his hands—similar to Ivolgin—indicating his frustration over loss of authority.
In trying to convince Stavogin that he is determined to play a more “truthful” role in
public, the lack of response from Stavrogin causes the misfiring Pyotr to become
impatient. In Intonation and Gesture Dwight Bolinger states “up-down gestures can be
carried by the eyebrows, the comers of the mouth, the arms and hands, and the shoulders.
Motion in parallel with pitch is... the rule” (160). Since Stavrogin indicates through
gesture—by yawning or not responding to Pyotr’s questions—that he does not believe
him, the liar knows he is losing the connection with his audience and flails his hands to
show his irritation over the fact that he is delivering an unsuccessful performance. A hand
gesture which is inconsistent or unrelated to the phrase or command being spoken is what
Adam Kendon would refer to as an “illocutionary marker” (113). An illocutionary marker
is similar to Austin’s illocutionary peformative; neither has any consequence or direct
result to the utterance that is being spoken. Since Stavrogin knows when Pyotr is lying,
many of his wild gestures fail to initiate any kind of emotion from the listener.
Sometimes gesture can be used separately without any corresponding relationship to what
the speaker is saying, but rather it acts as an indicator of some feeling the speaker cannot
relay verbally. Pyotr also throws his hands up when Stavrogin asks questions that Pyotr
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does not have the answer to. This type of gesture is a distraction for the audience, and is
usually a cue for the speaker to change the direction or strategy of his failing topic. Pyotr,
who makes a habit of sitting in armchairs with his legs crossed, will stand up when he
becomes flustered over being treated as unimportant or secondary. Quite often his pitch
changes in conjunction with his body movements. Most exclamatory statements precede
wild hand gestures, and his intonation is erratic and uncontrolled when he is uncertain of
what to say or when he begins to repeat himself. An examples of this is when Pyotr
“smiled a crooked smile” (yjibiOnyjicH ucKpuenenuoio yjibidicou) when Stavrogin questions
Pyotr’s by saying, “I’ve heard you’re playing the gallant around here” (Demons, 227) (H
cjibiiucui, nmo eu 3decb, ¿oeopnm, dotceHmjibMeHHUHaeme?) (2:1:3). Clearly, Pyotr is
satisfied with his newfound acceptance, and realizes through Stavrogin’s
acknowledgment and disapproval of his publicly effective role playing, that he is
succeeding in his larger performances.
Verkhovensky always makes a grand entrance by rushing into a room, which
gains him the audience’s attention. While he occasionally pretends to be uninterested or
distant from certain topics being discussed by others, he is in fact a very active participant
in the scandal scenes, even if he is not doing the talking. One of his tactics in learning the
secrets and speculations of others is to “inadvertently” involve himself, by being present
at every important gathering that takes place in the novel. When the governor, Von
Lembke finds tracts supporting socialism, Pyotr is one of the first to hear of it, and
without hesitation places blame on another character, Shatov, for writing the tract. Upon
entering Lembke’s office, “Pyotr Stepanovich flew into the study unannounced, like a
friend and familiar...” (347) (Tlemp Cmenanoeun ejiemen e Kaduuem ne dojiojtcueuiucb,
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dodpbiu dpya u ceou nenoeeK) (2:6:2). While his presence is not wanted or initially

accepted, Pyotr establishes himself by providing misleading information that eliminates
him from taking the blame for involvement in the writing of the tracts. Pyotr also
continues to employ his tendency of “flying” into a crowded room and begin speaking in
order to gain attention from everyone. Upon his first appearance in the novel, the narrator
describes Pyotr as “the young man who had just flown into the drawing room.. .even now
it seems to me that he started talking in the next room and came in that way, already
talking” (180) (KaotcemcH nmo oh 3a3oeopwi eiije U3 cocedneu 3cuibi u man

u

eoiueji

eoeopn) (1:5:4). Pyotr’s “flying” into the room is somewhat of his trademark. Not once
does he knock on a door, or walk in and introduce himself to the company, but rather
walks in quickly, finds an “armchair, his legs crossed” (193) (cuden e Kpecnax, 3cuiootcu6
nosy Ha nosy) (1:5:6) (he almost never stands and talks at the same time) and begins a
conversation almost immediately. By entering this way, he is able to command the
attention that a successful performer requires in order to be heard or acknowledged. As
the narrator says in response to Pyotr’s first interaction with Varvara, it seemed like he
“began talking in the other room”, which proves to be a successful method. By beginning
the conversation, Pyotr is able to complete his speech without being interrupted.
Ordinarily, the people in the room are so baffled by his strong and unexpected presence
that their only choice is to wait until he is finished talking. The success of Pyotr’s
orations lies in the fact that no one interrupts him because he does not give them the
opportunity to do so. These techniques, among others, are tools that the successful
performer uses to acquire consideration before he even begins speaking.
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In the chapter entitled “With Our People” a group gathers to hear what the
character Shigalyov has written to propose his idea of what the “new Russia” should look
like politically. What he outlines is a society very similar in concept to what Pyotr
Verkhovensky wants to achieve with his fivesome. The main argument or idea imbedded
in Shigalyov’s proposition is summarized by the speaker in the following statement:
“What I propose is not vileness but paradise, earthly paradise, and there can be no other
on earth, Shigalyov concluded imperiously” (404) (H npednasato ue nodjiocmb, a pau,
3eMHOu pau, u dpy2020 ua 3eMJie 6bimb ue Mootcem, -enacmuo 3aKJUOHWi Ulmanee)
(2:7:2). The utopian idea is precisely what Pyotr is aiming to achieve by attracting
followers who believe in this possible new “Russia.” However, during the meeting, Pyotr
does not speak until the very end; instead, he sits and listens to what everyone else says in
response to Shigalyov’s theory, in order to weigh the possibility of whether or not
bringing up his idea would be wise.
In order to avoid having to incriminate himself by sabotaging the meeting with
one of his usual performances, Pyotr acts as an uninterested listener, coming up with
various odd requests from the hostess that indicate his indifference to the company: “You
wouldn’t happen to have a deck of cards?’ Verkhovensky, with a gaping yawn, addressed
the hostess” (398) (A ue 6ydem nu y eac Kapm? - 3eeuyji eo eecb pom BepxoeeucKuu,
odpaipaRCb

k

xo3RUKe) (2:7:2). By yawning, Pyotr is using gesture to indicate his

boredom; however, he is purposely doing this to draw attention to himself. The request
for a deck of cards which will help him pass the time shows the audience that he
seemingly has no interest in their ideas. When asked by the hostess if he had anything to
contribute to the conversation, Pyotr says, “Precisely nothing,’ he stretched himself,
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yawning, on his chair. ‘I would like a glass of cognac, though” (401) (Poeno nmeao, nommyncH oh 3eean Ha cmyne. - H, enponeM, otcejian 6bi pwMKy KOHbmy) (2:7:2). In

response to how we read gestures, body language and its importance and presence within
the novel, Bolinger says,
We READ intonation the same way we read gesture... when we know how
we feel when we are angry, and when we see an angry expression we infer
that the person wearing it is angry. We know how we feel when we are
tense and we have already associated the high pitch of our own voice with
that feeling; when we hear a high pitch from someone else, we infer
tension. The fluctuations of pitch are to be counted among those bodily
movements which are more or less automatic concomitants of our states
and feelings and from which we can deduce the states and feelings of
others. (157)
According to Bolinger, the reader/audience is attuned to the speaker’s emotions, because
of the instant reactions we have to certain moments of tension, excitement, and so forth.
While the reader deduces the state of mind of the speaker through style, punctuation and
other rhetorical devices that imitate variations of speech derived from different emotions,
we react in the same way the audience in the novel does to the fluctuations in intonation.
The reason why Pyotr is successful as a performer in this particular instance is because he
has control over his speech and therefore dictates the appearance of these indicators of
emotion. Pyotr’s constant yawning is related to Kendon’s idea that “gestures also provide
meanings beyond those expressed linguistically” (Kendon 111). So the physical acts,
though technically misleading, because they do not represent the way Pyotr really feels,
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are representative of his appeared state of mind, and his gestures succeed in relaying the
message that he wants to convey. This behavior is also a strategy for gaining attention.
While he does not want to seem too eager to join in on the conversation, he still wants
everyone in the room to know that he is still very much a presence.
While the others continue discussing their ideas, Verkhovensky again
concentrates on his cognac, and while “the interrupted orator paused with dignity” as
Verkhoveknsky pours his drink, Pyotr says, “Never mind, go on, I’m not listening” (401)
(Hmeeo, npodojutcaume,

h

He cjiymaw, - Kpumyji BepxoeeucKuu, Hcuiuecm cede

proMKy) (2:7:2). The fact that the speaker pauses while Pyotr pours his drink, shows that
his presence is felt by the speaker, and that his distracting actions merit the same attention
as if he had in fact spoken. Pyotr is also aware of the fact that his actions are not
unnoticed, and this is why he tells the speaker, “never mind, go on.” The main reason for
Pyotr’s silence is to evaluate everyone’s stance on Shigalyov’s idea before he proposes a
more extreme and proactive solution.
To draw even more attention to the fact that he is not listening, Pyotr asks, “Arina
Prokhorovna, have you any scissors?...I forgot to cut my nails, it’s three days now I’ve
been meaning to cut them,’ he uttered, serenely studying his long and none-too-clean
nails.” (402) (Apuua Tlpoxopoena, nemy eac nojtCHUij?... 3a6biJi hoemu odcmpuHb, mpu
dim codupaiocb, -npoMoneiui oh, 6e3MnmejtCHO paccMampuean ceou dnunnue u
Henucmbie nosmu). The fact that he purposely keeps his voice low—a gesture of
politeness—and serene is so that his intonation does not provide the wrong message; he
wants to sound disinterested, therefore his gestures, tone, and speech are all coordinated
purposefully to achieve unity. This action and seemingly odd request confuses the
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audience in the room, except for Arina, who “realized that this was actually a method,
and was ashamed for her touchiness” (402) (nouRJia nmo 3ino pecuibHbiu npueM, u
ycmbidwiacb ceoeu odudnueocmu) (2:7:2) when Pyotr asked about the scissors. Although

this role is not consistent with Pyotr’s typical performances, the fact that he pays
attention to the details of the role he is playing at this gathering is indicative of how good
a performer he really is. Pyotr’s desire to be the only performer in the room is evident
since he is constantly interrupting Arina and the other guests for arbitrary things that will
help him pass the time. By interjecting in the conversation, he is able to remind everyone
of his presence. Eventually Pyotr does speak up and offers his opinion on Shigalyov’s
“plan” and proposes the men (and women) take a more active stance. He says:
I fully agree that babbling liberally and eloquently is extremely pleasant,
while acting is a but rough... Well anyhow, I’m not a good speaker; I came
here with communications, and therefore I ask the while honorable
company not even to vote but to declare directly and simply which is more
fun for you: a snail’s pace through the swamp, or full steam across it?
(408)
H coznacen coeepuieuno, nmo jiudepanbuo u Kpacuopenueo doiimamb
Hpe36bmauHO npuRmuo, a deucmeoeamb tteMuoao KycaemcR... Hy da
enponeM r aoeopumb ne yMeio; r npudbui cioda c coodiqeuuRMu, a
nomoMy npoiuy eao noHmennyto KOMnanuio ne mo nmo eomupoeamb,

a npRMO u npocmo 3aReumb, nmo

bom

eecenee: nepenauiuu jiu xod e

6ojiome, m u ua ecex napax nepe3 dojiomo? (2:7:2)
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Pyotr’s talent for speech-making is finally revealed once again, and it is apparent by the
above statement that his behavior during the meeting was part of a larger performance.
Had he been as vocal as Shigalyov or volunteered more information earlier, this address
would not be so provocative and effective. Continuously claiming he is “not a good
speaker” is Pyotr’s attempt to remain humble in front of his audience. Although his
speech is nearly flawless, he cannot portray a man without flaws; admitting his
imperfections is what allows him to connect to the others.
Unlike Ivolgin and Karamazov, Verkhovensky’s orations are detailed, planned
and effective, which results in the near flawlessness of their delivery. Pyotr’s effective
use of language enables him to influence his audience successfully while maintaining
command as a reliable source of information to the public. Although Stavrogin acts as the
one exception to the otherwise very effective performer, he does not expose Pyotr as a
liar and manipulator. The fact that Pyotr’s consciousness is concealed from the reader
allows for an initial vagueness surrounding the notions of both truth and lie, making them
virtually indistinguishable. Despite the character’s connection and influence from the real
life revolutionary, S.G. Nechayev, Verkhovensky is the only liar who completely
eradicates the truth with regards to his own past, which is part of the reason why both he
and his words are received with such enthusiasm. And while he claims his ideas are for
the betterment of Russia, he is in fact a selfish liar, whose sole purpose was to eradicate
stability and goodness in a weakened, directionless society.
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CONCLUSION
Within the figure of the liar and outsider there is a great deal of helplessness
and struggle for identity. Dostoevsky nevertheless empowers his liars to ignite
scandal through their performances. Despite being outcasts, their desire to be heard
facilitates the progression of Dostoevsky’s novels into the realm of the “carnival.”
The liars’ derisive words and actions overturn the social hierarchies within the text,
placing the fool at the forefront of the action, and subsequently, supplying him full
command over the many scandal scenes.
What makes Ivolgin, Karamazov, and Verkhovensky so appealing, despite
being perceived as “villainous” characters, is their ability to transform the action and
direction of Dostoevsky’s works with their use of language. In the case of Fyodor
Karamazov, his lies are what perpetuates the action in TBK, and their significance
arguably grows even after his death. Only in his public performances, as he rejects
both truth and confession, is Fyodor able to shame his family, without exposing his
own vulnerability. Ivolgin’s lies are less malicious than Karamazov’s only because
naivety rounds out his character. He is prepared to say anything that will grant him
acceptance, an ultimately detrimental habit. While his admiration for high society
contrasts with Fyodor’s blatant disregard for the structures of the upper class and their
often contradictory ideologies, the general’s aggressive spontaneity and lack of self
censorship deems him an inappropriate candidate for reinstatement into a more
refined social network. While Fyodor is able to obtain passage into the holiest of
places—Father Zosima’s cell—and defile it with scandal, Ivolgin provokes tension
with his unexpected and undesired public appearances.
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Of the three, Pyotr Verkhovensky is the only truly “successful” liar because
he is deliberate with his use of words and gestures, making it easier for him to adapt
into society through a manufactured use of language. In this sense, Fyodor and
Ivolgin represent variations of the definitive liar Pyotr Verkhovensky. The latter’s
success is based on his ability to manipulate his audience through speech by igniting
gossip and tailoring his words in order to appeal to his audiences. In the case of the
“old liars” Fyodor and Ivolgin, they often fumble or hesitate when they realize they
are no longer in control of their stories and therefore, are in jeopardy of loosing the
listener’s attention. Although he is not the last liar in the sequence, Verkhovensky is
the most extreme version.
While the “old liars” serve as foils during crucial moments within the novel,
overcomplicating and redirecting during episodes of tension or action, they also have
moments of clarity and vulnerability during which they speak the truth; the truth is
generally an unreliable element of speech and is reserved for use by few of
Dostoevsky’s main characters, and the liars are only rarely privy to that category.
They do, however, often expose the indiscretions of others. Their use of performative
language coincides with a desire to perform; Austin’s performative is thus a relevant
resource for studying the speech (both words and context) of Dostoevsky’s liars. The
notion of misfire complicates they way we view a lie, as does the distinction between
illocutionary and perlocutionary utterances, the latter of which determines the
consequences of a given utterance. Yet the continuous misfires of Dosteovsky’s liars
denote their reliability as speakers, and by delivering promises “in bad faith” they
compromise themselves, which leads to the eventual sacrifice of the “fool”.
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The fool, according to Bakhtin’s carnival theory, is always paradoxical. Since
his purpose is to create “carnival laughter,” which is an essential element of scandal
scenes in the novel, his character must incorporate parody and irony into his speech.
The liars’ use of language is likewise paradoxical because as fools they are able to
simultaneously conceal and reveal what other characters cannot. Dostoevsky shows
his readers the complexities of lying, storytelling and what Montaigne calls, “untruth
telling,” by enabling the liars with the power to expose others’ truths despite their
inability to be honest with themselves as well as with others. Discourse in the novel
becomes an unreliable element of the texts because the notions of both truth and lie
overcomplicate the liars’ dialogue, and language creates ambiguities that allow for the
creation of scandal.
Lying in Dostoevsky’s literature is somewhat of a neglected topic (this study
having examined only three of his many liars) and is essential when studying the
language of his work. Arguably, the most compelling aspect of the liars’ dialogue is
their ability to create chaos through speech. The language of the liars is not only
provocative, but its aesthetic and literary purpose remains constant from one novel to
the next, without running the risk of being repetitive. By promoting ambiguities and
uncertainties through the language of the liar, Dostoevsky’s literature parodies lying
while exploring the distortion of truth by employing aspects of the “carnival”. For
Dostoevsky, lying is ultimately related to problems of the truth, and whether or not it
is actually possible for truth to exist in a society that accepts and even encourages
lying as a normative behavior.
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